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ABSTRACT   
This dissertation examines how changes in the understanding of Christian time 
developed in the Congregational Church in the United States, and in particular considers 
the processes and influences that led to the adoption and wide sharing of the broadly 
ecumenical Christian liturgical calendar in local Congregational churches.  Internal and 
external factors from the late nineteenth and early twentieth century that may have 
inspired these shifts are investigated, including: the emerging ecumenical movement, and 
in the United States the work of the Federal and National Council of Churches; the 
international and ecumenical liturgical movement; the writings of influential 
Congregationalists such as Von Ogden Vogt and Willard Sperry; and new approaches 
regarding church architecture and other ecclesiastical arts, including hymnody. While 
developments from the seventeenth century to the middle of the nineteenth century are 
not neglected in this study, focus is given primarily to the period from 1886, when the 
National Council of the Congregational Church issued its first survey of local 
congregations concerning worship practices, to 1957, when the Congregational Church, 
  viii 
having already merged with the Christian Church, joined the Evangelical and Reformed 
Church to form the United Church of Christ.   
Church-related periodicals, denominational hymnals, annual reports, writings of 
various Congregational clergy, and minutes of national Congregational meetings serve as 
primary texts in this investigation.  A vital component of the study is the examination and 
interpretation of a variety of worship resources produced by the Commission on Worship 
and Evangelism of the Congregational Church and the National Council of 
Congregational Churches, as well as worship-related letters, editorials, and services 
found within various Congregational publications.  While external factors were important 
in the reception of the ecumenical liturgical year into the annual calendars of 
Congregational churches, this research shows that it is the writings of various 
Congregational clergy, published as pamphlets, articles, and books, that have had the 
greatest influence. 
The results of this work fill a lacuna in scholarship related to the worship of the 
Congregational churches from the late nineteenth to mid-twentieth centuries, and 
contribute more generally to studies of the transitions in mainline American Protestant 
theology and practice in the late modern period. 
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Introduction 
 
 
Throughout their history, Congregationalists in the United States have understood 
“church time” in different ways.  For Congregationalists of the seventeenth century, the 
high point of the calendar was the observance of Sunday or the Sabbath.  The temporal 
and sanctoral cycles used by other Protestant Christians, which included Christmas, 
Easter, and special days in honor of “saints,” were seen as at best superfluous, at worst 
“papist.”  In lieu of these liturgical days of the broader Christian tradition, 
Congregationalists developed their own special days of penitence, thanksgiving, and 
renewal.  Shifts in this Congregationalist perception of church time started to appear in 
the mid to late nineteenth century as days of penitence and thanksgiving became less 
frequent and interest arose in the “enrichment” of worship on Sunday and on other 
occasions.  Sunday—the Lord’s Day—nevertheless remained the high point of the church 
week both theologically and liturgically.   
Gradually Congregational calendars broadened to adopt the larger liturgical 
calendar shared by other denominations, including a day to remember “all saints.”  By the 
first half of the twentieth century, editors of Congregational worship resource 
publications embraced significant components of the ecumenical liturgical year and 
appropriated texts for worship from outside of the Congregational and even the Reformed 
traditions.  The purpose of this study is to examine the American Congregational 
Church’s understanding of sacred time and to expose the likely factors—external and 
internal—and rationales that led to the eventual adoption of an ecumenical liturgical 
calendar by churches in the denomination.  The work concentrates on the often-neglected 
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period from 1886, when the National Council of the Congregational Church issued its 
first survey of local congregations concerning worship practices, to 1957, when the 
Congregational Church, having already merged with the Christian Church, joined the 
Evangelical and Reformed Church to form the United Church of Christ.  
 
European Roots 
 
This investigation begins prior to the Reformation, to set the stage for the 
objections made to the medieval calendar and its related practices by both Continental 
and English Reformers. The English Reformation and post-Reformation context receives 
considerable attention since it is in reaction to the legislation and liturgy of the Book of 
Common Prayer (in its several versions) that Congregationalism came into being via the 
Puritan wing of the Church of England. 
When Elizabeth ascended to the English throne in 1558, she pressed Parliament to 
legislate the Act of Uniformity as an instrument for control of the religious establishment. 
This Act, similar to the Act issued during the reign of her brother Edward, mandated the 
use of the Book of Common Prayer as the sole form of worship for use throughout 
England. Penalties were legislated for any deviations from the Prayer Book made by 
clergy and for any failure of the laity to attend the church’s required worship.  Elizabeth’s 
obligation was to be the defender of the faith. 
However, there were questions in the minds of some within the Church of 
England concerning the kind of faith Elizabeth should defend.  As those questions 
emerged, not only in their theological but also in their practical implications, the Puritan 
movement came into being.  The term “Puritan,” coined in the mid-sixteenth century, was 
  3 
a term of contempt to vilify those who presumed to engage in a “purifying” of the Church 
of England from within.1  Soon the term applied to those within the Church of England 
who remained dissatisfied by a renewal that seemed to have stopped halfway. A 
completed renewal, to Puritan minds, was one that confirmed precisely to scriptural 
standards. In 1605, William Bradshaw, an exile in Holland, wrote that the “word of God 
is given by Christ, the Head of the Church, to be the sole rule in all matters of religion 
and the worship and service of God.  And whatsoever done in worship cannot be justified 
by the said word, is unlawful.”2  As authorization by the Bible was the basis for theology 
and polity among early Puritans, so the Bible was the ground for determining the content 
of divine worship.  Puritans tended to follow Calvin in this conviction, maintaining that 
worship should include only what the Bible specifically prescribed. 
From this scriptural absolutism came a strong Puritan critique of the Church of 
England’s liturgy.  Henry Barrowe (1550-1593) was a prominent Elizabethan Separatist 
and the founder of the Barrowists, a common designation for early Separatists from the 
Church of England before 1620.  When in his work Prayer Book: Its Preeminence, Ever 
Maintained by Churchmen the Book of Common Prayer was characterized as containing 
“written rotten stuff,” Barrowe spoke the harsh judgment of Puritans concerning the way 
                                                
1 While the Puritans themselves preferred to refer to themselves as the “godly,” as shown in the 
seventeenth-century English Puritan preacher Thomas Watson’s use of the term “the godly” to describe 
Puritans in the title of one of his more famous works, The Godly Man’s Picture (first published in London 
in 1666), I will adhere to the traditional term “Puritan” throughout this dissertation. 
  
2 William Bradshaw, “English Puritanism” in Protestant Nonconformist Texts: 1550 to 1700, ed. 
Robert Tudur Jones (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2007), 109. 
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in which the book required purely human traditions to be forms for the worship of God.3  
Ecclesiastical vestments for conducting the services of the church, ceremonies of 
kneeling for communion, the sign of the cross in baptism, and the ring in marriage: all 
these were superfluous and lacked scriptural warrant.  The formal prayers crafted for 
repeated use and the elaborate services for the sacraments differed from the simple 
practices in the New Testament church.  There were the prescriptions for the reading of 
officially approved homilies by clergy who did not preach, and the ceremonies for 
wedding and funeral, occasions Puritans considered to be of a civil, not religious, nature.  
There was also the calendar of the church year, with its saints’ days and holy seasons, 
unnecessary addenda to the biblically prescribed Lord’s Day, on which was celebrated 
each week the total drama of salvation.  Worship in the biblical manner meant a vast 
simplification of that prescribed by the national church. 
Congregationalism, a form of Protestant church organization based on the 
autonomy of each congregation, emerged as part of the liberal wing of Puritanism. By the 
year 1600, many clergy called for organizational reform in the Church of England, 
arguing that the key to adequate change was to grant autonomy to local congregations. 
These Congregationalists opposed Presbyterians, who wished to manage churches by 
means of district assemblies, and Anglicans, who wanted bishops for the same purpose. 
Those who agreed on the democratic principle of congregational self-government, 
however, differed among themselves about what to do. Separatists refused to associate 
                                                
3 Henry Barrowe, “Prayer Book: Its Preeminence, Ever Maintained by Churchmen,” in Benjamin 
Hanbury, Historical Memorials Relating to the Independents, or Congregationalists, From Their Rise to 
the Restoration of the Monarchy, ed. Benjamin Hanbury (London: Fisher, Son, & Co., 1839), 44. 
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with the national church; a notable example was the group that fled to Holland, and then 
as “Pilgrims” established the Plymouth Colony in North America in 1620. Non-
Separatists did not openly break with the Church of England, yet increasing persecution 
led many to immigrate to New England under the auspices of the Massachusetts Bay 
Company. When the Puritans arrived at the Massachusetts Bay Colony they essentially 
accepted the autonomous form of church government practiced by the Separatists. After 
leaving English shores, both groups tended to call themselves Congregationalists, a term 
codified in a sense through the Cambridge Platform of 1648. 
 
Congregationalism in the United States 
 These early Congregationalists aimed at the development of the pure church, 
which for them was located primarily within the local congregations.  Each individual 
church was a community of persons who testified to the experience of conversion 
through the power of God’s grace.  They covenanted with God and with each other to 
walk together as a church obedient to God’s ways.  These Congregationalists believed 
that their New England was chosen by God to replace old England in God’s ultimate 
plan.  Their hope was that New England would be faithful, a pure church protected by a 
God-governed state. 
 New England Congregationalists of the second and third generations struggled 
both with continuing to be faithful to the basic principles on which their churches were 
founded and with modifying that heritage to adapt it more adequately to the changes 
occurring in colonial life.  Economic progress attracted a greater number of immigrants to 
the colonies that brought a growing secularism.  Congregational churches responded to 
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this in two distinct ways.  The Reforming Synod of 1679 provided the impetus for acts of 
repentance and covenant renewal in local churches.  At the same time, however, the 
earlier rigid requirements for church membership and reception of the sacraments were 
lessened through the Half-Way Covenant’s opening of baptism and related opening of the 
Lord’s Supper.  These acts kept the church’s ministry effective for those whose faith and 
religious experience could not match those who came before.   
 During the mid to late eighteenth century, two events occurred that changed 
Congregationalism in the colonies.  The Great Awakening was a time of revivalism that 
flooded New England with the emotions of an intense religious experience.  With the rise 
of lay preaching and the prevalence of the experience of salvation, roles in church 
government were changed and a kind of leveling took place.  The American Revolution 
continued the process of democratization, with clergy and laity serving together for the 
cause, and prerevolutionary sermons preached that faithful covenanting with God meant 
seeking political freedom from oppression.  
For American Congregationalism, the first half of the nineteenth century marks 
the transition from New England state church to national denomination. The growth of 
denominational self-consciousness among Congregationalists was a result of their 
movement out of the provincialism of New England into the mainstream of nineteenth-
century American religious life.  In 1800, Congregationalists were reluctant to adopt the 
denominational model of organization with its commitment to sectarianism and free and 
vigorous competition.  Yet participation in American national life where church and state 
were separate and where each tradition had to compete with its neighbors in a state of 
  7 
parity in order to survive demanded this type of adjustment.  
As Puritans became Congregationalists and navigated their way through 
transitions and expansions and denominationalism, their worship life also underwent 
changes, particularly in their observance of the liturgical calendar.   
 
Investigating Congregational Sacred Time 
 
The resources for this study of the shifts in understanding of sacred time among 
Congregationalists come from various parts of the Congregational tradition:  from the 
records of individuals in diaries, sermons, pamphlets, essays, and books; from local 
congregation records; and from denominational records such as reports, minutes, 
journals, hymnals, and books of worship. Such an interdisciplinary and wide-ranging 
approach to the sources is appropriate for investigating the worship theology and 
practices of a denomination whose members and churches are free to choose any scheme 
for worship; simply examining print worship resources cannot tell the entire story. 
Indeed, studies of the liturgical histories of single denominations in more recent years 
have used a methodology that draws upon an array of materials in addition to printed 
liturgical texts.4 
A pioneer of this multidisciplinary approach was the Jewish liturgist Lawrence 
Hoffman, who advocated the employment of a range of sources to serve a role similar to 
the multiple camera angles used to create a more complete image.5  As Hoffman stated, 
                                                
4 See, for example, Karen Westerfield Tucker, American Methodist Worship (New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press, 2001); and Kimberly Bracken Long, The Eucharistic Theology of the Holy Fairs 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2011). 
 
  8 
“We simply must go beyond an eternal recreation of scientifically accurate texts: we need 
desperately to see how those texts, played out as lived liturgical practice, had 
consequences for the people who used them.  The focus of study should then not be the 
text at all, but what I have called the liturgical field, the holistic network of 
interrelationships that bind together discrete things, acts, people, and events into the 
activity we call worship—or better still, ritual.”6   
 This study thus uses a range of documents that offer a view of how 
Congregationalist understood Sunday, worship, and “sacred time” in a way that liturgical 
texts alone could not show. That said, local congregations and their reception of these 
shifts in understanding are not the focus here; this remains a subject for further 
investigation. The matter of local reception is a challenging one given the nature of 
Congregational polity, which states that recommendations and resources that originated 
in regional or national offices of the Congregational Church are not binding on local 
congregations.  Congregational polity is one of “association”—local congregations 
voluntarily join an association, and several associations together form a conference.  
However, each congregation makes its own decisions about the worship life and 
governance of the local church.  Even the official liturgies and directives that liturgical 
reformers succeeded in getting their denominations to adopt were widely understood to 
be only strong suggestions, not binding regulations.  While official commissions did 
prepare orders of worship, the Congregationalists and their successor bodies (the 
                                                                                                                                            
5 Lawrence A. Hoffman, Beyond the Text: A Holistic Approach to Liturgy (Bloomington, IN: 
Indiana University Press, 1987), 15. 
 
6 Ibid., 173. 
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Congregational Christian Church and the United Church of Christ) had no binding 
denomination-wide rules concerning the ordering of public worship.  The tension this 
creates is a running theme throughout this dissertation. 
 
Outline of the Study 
 
 Chapter One examines the European roots of Congregational time, beginning with 
the state of the church calendar in England before the Reformation.  This calendar was 
filled with events commemorating the life of Christ and the lives of the saints.  Featured 
in this chapter are Continental Reformers such as Bullinger, Bucer, Luther, and Zwingli 
who set up a counter-argument to this all-encompassing calendar.  Particular attention is 
given to John Calvin and Nicholas Bound, two Reformers who were major contributors 
to the Puritan understanding of Sunday as more important than any feast day. As the 
Reformation moved to England, King Henry VIII (and later his son Edward) began to 
reduce the church calendar.  The English Puritans came to prominence in their opposition 
to the Church of England, including the liturgical calendar that was more or less 
stabilized by Elizabeth and her successors.  
Chapter Two examines the roots of Congregational time in the United States, 
beginning with the Puritans in the New England colonies and their elimination of the 
traditional liturgical calendar, through to the Congregationalists of the nineteenth and 
early twentieth century.  The “city on a hill” that the Puritans desired to create did not 
include the Anglican liturgical year.  However, the Puritans did have their own methods 
of marking sacred time, and this chapter explores the ways in which the Puritans of New 
England substituted their own “Congregational time,” with Sunday as the foundation, 
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along with special days in which the community was summoned to worship.  Among 
those special or “occasional” days were those that were those called, on the one hand, 
for fasting and humiliation and, on the other hand, for rejoicing and thanksgiving. In 
accord with the conviction that God’s providence governs all events, the days of fasting 
and humiliation were called in times of real or threatened calamity for a collective 
acknowledgment of sin and a pleading that God’s judgment upon it would cease.  
Worship on these occasions was a time of announcing punishment but also pointing to 
repentance and reformation as the way to restoration. Then as times changed and disaster 
was averted or its threat declined, days of thanksgiving were declared for voicing 
gratitude over the divine deliverance. 
Often connected with the observance of days of fasting and humiliation was the 
practice of corporate covenant renewal that was strongly recommended by the Reforming 
Synod of 1679 in Boston, Massachusetts. More than simply a time of heroic resolution to 
reconfirm past commitments, this was an act fully compatible with the mood of the fast 
day, for self-examination and penitence were broadly recognized as necessary first steps 
in the renewal process. 
One additional fixed special occasion for preaching in the seventeenth century 
Puritan calendar was the annual observance of Election Day when local assemblies and 
colony officials were chosen for the coming year. This was a civil celebration, but also 
had a sacred character in that the holiday was of particular importance not only as a 
recognition of the principle of consent present in colony government but also as a 
reminder of the divine mission of New England and the special covenant responsibility 
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given to its people by God.  Chapter Two also examines Forefathers’ Day as an example 
of Congregationalists setting apart time to celebrate their heritage as another instance of 
sacred time.  
 In Chapter Three the focus turns to Congregational architecture and art and raises 
the question of how changes in architecture reflect changes in Congregationalists’ 
attitudes toward the liturgical year.  The transition from the austerity of a meetinghouse 
to a style closer to Gothic in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century is part of the 
larger picture of the Congregationalists’ gradual adoption of a broader liturgical calendar.  
This chapter examines the contributions of Congregational writers such as Von Ogden 
Vogt (1879-1964) and Willard Sperry (1882-1954).  The focus of Vogt and Sperry upon 
the spirituality of worship had an effect on liturgical revisions, the design of liturgical 
space, and liturgical arts during the 1920s and 30s and initiated many studies on the 
theory and practice of worship, particularly within the Federal Council of Churches.  
Oliver Daggett is another figure introduced in this chapter, a Congregational minister 
who wrote extensively about architecture and particularly about A Book of Plans, a 
publication of the Congregational Church concerning church architecture.  
 Chapter Four considers other factors in the Congregationalists’ adoption of the 
church year.  These factors include: commercialization of holidays; the growth of the 
Sunday School and in particular its role in the rise of the celebration of Christmas, as 
seen in a variety of Congregational publications; the changing relationship between 
Congregationalists and Episcopalians; and changes in theology and worldview following 
World War I.  This chapter introduces Daniel Merriman, a pastor in Worcester, 
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Massachusetts, in the nineteenth century, who wrote about the importance of the 
liturgical year for Congregationalists, particularly as a means toward Christian unity. 
Chapter Five looks specifically at the resources for the liturgical year that came 
directly from Congregationalists and from the National Council of Congregational 
Churches.  Editions of the Pilgrim Hymnal, worship services in Congregational journals, 
and other worship publications, including the reports of various worship commissions of 
the National Council of Congregational Churches, are examined and analyzed.  This 
study will look at the evolving understanding of time in the Congregational tradition from 
1886 to 1957. In 1886, the National Council of Congregational Churches issued a survey 
for local congregations concerning worship practices. In the minutes of the 1889 Annual 
Meeting of the National Council, the Committee on the Improvement of Worship 
presented a report regarding the results of this survey. This report, previously not studied 
in great detail by Congregational scholars, represents a turning point for the 
Congregational Church in their understanding of liturgy. 
The conclusion of this study considers developments in the observance of the 
liturgical year in the United Church of Christ, founded in 1957 by a merger of the 
Congregational Christian Church and the Evangelical and Reformed Church. Here 
specifically is discussed the continuing evolution of the observance of the liturgical year 
as traced from its Congregational roots.  Possible contributions of this study to both 
liturgical studies and studies in American Protestantism are considered, as are questions 
for future research. 
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Chapter One 
The European Roots of Congregational Time 
Congregationalism in the United States was initially shaped out of sixteenth and 
seventeenth century English Puritanism.  These English roots were central to the 
character of both the childhood and maturation of the American Congregationalism that 
followed, particularly in terms of how the Congregationalists understood time.  The 
Congregationalists who placed the Sabbath at the center of their worship and rejected 
most of the Church of England’s liturgical calendar were responding to what they saw as 
excess and “papist” in character. Yet to understand the English context fully, pre-
Reformation understandings of Christian time and the liturgical year must be examined 
before moving to look at the Church of England’s calendar to which the Puritans 
objected. 
 
 
The Liturgical Calendar in England in the Late Fourteenth and Early Fifteenth 
Centuries 
 
The church in England in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries was 
divided into two provinces.  The southern province was overseen by the Archbishop of 
Canterbury, and the northern province was overseen by the Archbishop of York.1  The 
cathedrals in the provinces’ metropolitan areas were the models for liturgical practice.  
                                                
1 Richard W. Pfaff, The Liturgy in Medieval England: A History (Chapel Hill, NC: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2012), 63.   
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The cathedrals were of two types: monastic, connected with a monastic order, such as the 
Benedictines, or non-monastic, secular cathedrals that were connected with colleges.2   
In the northern province of York, the cathedral was non-monastic. The forms and 
texts of the liturgy could be readily transferred to other churches within the diocese of 
York, and throughout the northern province.3 York was the only non-monastic cathedral 
in the northern province, and as well, the diocese of York accounted for about two-thirds 
of the geographical extent of the northern province.4  There were several prominent Uses 
in the northern province besides York, including Hereford, Lincoln, and Bangor.5 
In the southern province of Canterbury things were less straightforward. This 
province was much larger and more diverse.6  It included all of southern England and 
Wales, and extended north to include Lancashire and Lincolnshire.  The southern 
province included seventeen dioceses with nineteen cathedrals.7  Six of these dioceses 
had a Benedictine cathedral as their sole cathedral, and the cathedral liturgy could not be 
transferred to the great majority of churches in the diocese which were non-monastic.8  
                                                
2 Philip Baxter, Sarum Use: The Ancient Customs of Salisbury (Oxford: Spire Books, 2008), 23. 
 
3 Pfaff, The Liturgy in Medieval England, 64.  “Use” here refers to a variation of the Roman Rite 
used in various locations such as Canterbury, York, Hereford, Lincoln, and Bangor. 
 
4 Ibid., 65. 
 
5 Ibid. 
 
6 Kenneth William Haworth, The Use of Sarum: The Worship and Organization of Salisbury 
Cathedral in the Middle Ages (Salisbury: Friends of Salisbury Cathedral, 1973), 55. 
 
7 Baxter, Sarum Use, 25. 
 
8 Ibid., 34. 
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The dominant model which persisted at Canterbury from at least the thirteenth until the 
sixteenth century was that of Salisbury Cathedral, the Use of Sarum.9 
The Use of Sarum 
In his preface to the first Book of Common Prayer, Thomas Cranmer reminded his 
readers that previously there had been considerable diversity in English Catholic 
liturgical practice, with different “Uses” in the diocese of Salisbury, Hereford, Bangor, 
York, and Lincoln.10 By the end of the Middle Ages, the Sarum Use had become the most 
common adaptation of the Roman Rite in the southern province of England and 
elsewhere.11 
The Sarum Use was brought to England by Saint. Augustine of Canterbury and 
accepted by the English church at the Synod of Whitby in 663.12  In 1078, William of 
Normandy appointed Osmund, a Norman nobleman, as bishop of Salisbury, who then 
initiated revisions to the Sarum Rite that resulted in the compilation of a new missal, 
breviary, and other liturgical manuals, which came to be used throughout southern 
England, Wales, and parts of Ireland.13  The first printed Sarum Missal appeared in 
                                                
9 Baxter, Sarum Use, 10. 
 
10 Brian Cummings, ed., The Book of Common Prayer, the Texts of 1549, 1559, and 1662 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2011), 102. 
 
11William Smith, The Use of Hereford: The Sources of a Medieval English Diocesan Rite 
(Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2015), 19.  
 
12 Leonel Mitchell, “Sanctifying Time: The Calendar,” in The Oxford Guide to the Book of 
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1526.14  Although it was abandoned after the sixteenth century, as Catholics used the rites 
mandated by the Council of Trent, the Sarum Rite had a notable influence on the pattern 
of Anglican liturgy expressed in The Book of Common Prayer.15 
The calendar of the Sarum Use was divided into three annual rounds: the week, 
the church seasons, and festivals on specific days.16  The first round was Sunday, which 
was the most important day of the week, except when a festival occurred, which was 
fairly frequently.17 Future Protestant Reformers would seek to reclaim the observance of 
Sunday from being at the mercy of festival days.  
The second round was the seasons of the church, which followed the cycle of 
Christ’s life.18  The cycle focused around two main foci:  Christmas Day (fixed by date), 
and Easter Day (fixed by calculating the phases of the moon, falling between March 21 
and April 23).19 The church year began on Advent Sunday, four Sundays before 
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Christmas Day, in expectation of the coming of Jesus Christ, followed by: Christmas (the 
birth of Christ, December 25); Epiphany (the revelation of Christ to the world, January 
6);  Lent (Christ’s forty days in the wilderness, beginning six-and-a-half weeks before 
Easter Day, historically also a time of baptismal preparation); Holy Week (Christ’s entry 
into Jerusalem, celebration of the Last Supper, trial, and death on the Cross, in the week 
before Easter Day), Easter Day (Christ’s resurrection from the dead), Ascension Day 
(Christ’s ascension into heaven, forty days after Easter Day), and Pentecost or Whit 
Sunday (when Christ’s followers received the gift of the Holy Spirit, fifty days after 
Easter Day).20 A week after Pentecost was Trinity Sunday (a celebration of the Christian 
God as three persons but one God, the week after Pentecost), and after that followed a 
series of Sundays after Trinity, until Advent came around again.21 
The third round was a set of other Christian festivals, mostly associated with a 
specific date. Prominent among them were feasts of the apostles, saints and martyrs, 
including All Saints’ Day (November 1).  Marian feasts, including her Purification 
(February 2nd), Annunciation (March 25), Assumption (August 15), and Nativity 
(September 8), were also observed.  Mary was also celebrated in the Gloria of the Sarum 
Rite of the Mass: “You, Christ, take away the sins of the world.  To the glory of 
Mary…You are the Holy One, sanctifying Mary.  You alone are the Most High, 
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crowning Mary.”22  In addition to these were other festivals for national, regional or local 
saints, including in some cases the saint after whom a specific church was named, or, the 
patron saint.  The only non-biblical saint in the Sarum Use was Thomas Becket, a saint 
specific to England (July 7).23   
Roger Martyn 
An example of what the full liturgical year looked like in pre-Reformation 
England can be found in the writings of Roger Martyn, who lived at Long Melford in 
Suffolk through much of the sixteenth century. Martyn wrote an account, drawn from 
childhood remembrances in the 1530s, of “the state of Melford church and of Our Lady’s 
chapel at the east end.”24  He began by describing the interior of the church, which was 
dominated by the crucifix, standing high between nave and chancel, and flanked by 
images of the Virgin Mary and Saint John the Baptist.25  To the left of the high altar was a 
large statue representing the Trinity, patron of the church; to the right were images of 
saints.  Above the high altar stood a gilded carving of Christ’s passion, closed behind 
painted doors except on high feast days.26  In the aisle was the Jesus chapel, maintained 
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by the Martyn family; on its altar was a crucifix with the two thieves, to the left an image 
of Christ, and to the right a pietá, an image of the Virgin bearing her crucified son.27 
Martyn also recalled the festivals of the church year in his village: 
On Palm Sunday there was a parish procession around the churchyard, with the 
consecrated host, a communion wafer, carried under a canopy born by four 
yeomen of the village; the church bells were rung, the choir sang, and as the 
procession returned to the church porch flowers and holy bread were strewn over 
the choirboys.  On Maundy Thursday candles were set in a painted frame before 
the Easter sepulcher, where the sacrament was reserved.  On Good Friday the 
priest sang the Passion service from the rood-loft, standing next to the rood that 
had been veiled through Lent.  On Saint Mark’s day and at Corpus Christi there 
were processions round the green with the consecrated sacrament, bell-ringing, 
and singing. In Rogation week there were great celebrations, as well as three days 
of beating the bounds28 of the parish and prayer “for rain or fair weather, as the 
time required.”  There was ale and a parish dinner on Rogation Monday; a 
breakfast of cheese at the rectory and later ale at the manor house chapel on the 
Tuesday; and ale at Melford Hall on the Wednesday.  On the eve of Saint James’ 
day there was a village bonfire, with a tub of ale and bread for the poor.  There 
were bonfires and ale in front of the Martyns’ house on Midsummer eve and on 
the eve of Saints Peter and Paul; for the Saint Thomas’ eve bonfire, the family 
provided mutton pie as well as the usual bread and ale.29   
 
The calendar that Roger Martyn and his church at Long Melford followed also 
affected the secular life of English citizens. Legal items, such as deeds, rents, and leases 
came due at holy days such as Lady Day (August 25, also known as the Feast of the 
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Annunciation), Lammas (August 1, the first harvest day of the year), or Michaelmas 
(September 29, the Feast of Saint Michael).30  Weddings were not allowed during Advent 
or Lent.  Fasting was expected during Lent as well as the Ember days, the Wednesdays, 
Fridays, and Saturdays after the feasts of Saint Lucy (December 13), Ash Wednesday, 
Whitsunday, and Holy Cross Day (September 14).  Other fasting days included the vigils 
of the feasts of the twelve Apostles, the vigils of Christmas Day, Whitsunday, the 
Assumption of Our Lady, the Nativity of Saint John the Baptist, the feast of Saint 
Laurence, and the feast of All Saints, for a total of almost seventy days in the year.31  
Added to these days of fasting and festivals were another forty or fifty days in the 
year in which people were expected to leave their daily work behind and attend church.  
These days were called the festa ferianda, and while there were variations in practice 
depending on the region, in general the people were expected to observe the day as if it 
were a Sunday, with required attendance at the various worship services of the day.32  
They would have to at the very least decrease their work hours, if not abstain from work 
altogether. The historian Eamon Duffy observed that the number of festa ferianda “was 
in a continuous state of evolution throughout the fifteenth century, both because of the 
widespread divergence in local customs and observance and as a result of the 
introduction of new festivals such as the Transfiguration or the Holy Name in the 1480s 
and 1490s.”33  
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Reformation of the Divine Office 
These continuing additions to an already crowded liturgical calendar was a cause 
of concern to those who wished to return to a purer, earlier form of liturgical practice, as 
well as to the centrality of scripture.  Not only did the Protestant Reformers of the 
sixteenth century push in this direction, but the Catholic Church of this time did as well, 
focusing in particular on the Divine Office.34  
Scripture was at the heart of the Divine Office, with a special place given to the 
Psalter.  Each of the eight daily prayer hours were made up of a core of Psalms, 
sandwiched between sequences of other texts, some scriptural and some not.  Antiphons 
and short antiphonal prayers called versicles and responses, which appeared at most 
hours of the day, were largely taken from scripture.35  The longer prayer hours (Matins, 
Lauds, and Vespers) could include as many as eighteen Psalms apiece, and between three 
and nine longer readings drawn from scriptural or other sources, often accompanied by 
homilies and more responses.36 The shorter prayer hours (the “little hours” of Prime, 
Terce, Sext, and None) were often the same each day, but the content of the longer hours, 
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especially Matins, varied from day to day according to three different overlapping cycles: 
the seven-day week; the annual liturgical calendar; and the annual cycle of feast days.37   
Katherine van Liere notes that during a season such as Advent or Lent, many of 
the prayers and readings of the Divine Office were chosen to accompany those seasons, 
which took up close to half of the year.38 The other half, the short period from Epiphany 
until nine weeks before Easter, and the much longer period from Corpus Christi to 
Advent, were not part of a specific season, but known as the Sundays after Pentecost.  
During this time, the daily liturgy was governed simply by the weekly cycle; Sunday was 
a feast day and had a longer Office than the other days of the week, the ferias.39  Both the 
weekly cycle and the annual seasonal cycle were joined with the annual cycle of saints’ 
feast days.  Each saint’s day had its set of “proper” prayers and readings that took 
precedence over most of the ordinary Office for that day.40  
By the early 1500s, the humanist movement was moving through Rome, with a 
concern for historical scholarship, and these scholars began to look critically at the 
Breviary.41  Pope Clement VII was a patron of the humanist movement, and around 1530 
he commissioned the Spanish cardinal Francisco de Quiñones to revise the Roman 
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Breviary.42 Together with several assistants, Quiñones fulfilled this request with a new 
Breviarium Romanum, first published in 1535.  A second, substantially revised version, 
followed in 1536.43  Van Liere observed, “While it never took the place of the older 
Breviarium Romanum, Quiñones’ work coexisted with the older Breviary and was widely 
used throughout Europe for the next three decades.”44   
The new Breviary was intended to be particularly useful for busy clergy who did 
not have time for many hours of daily communal prayer.45  This and other editorial 
principles were laid out for the user in a substantial preface under Quiñones’ name, which 
described the new Breviary as “extremely convenient to use thanks to the great simplicity 
and considerable brevity of its layout.”46   As a result, the new book was far more concise 
than what had come before.  It eliminated the parts of the Office that were intended for 
choir recitation, such as most of the antiphons, responds, and numerous hymns.  Also 
omitted were additional daily Offices that had crept into the Breviary in the later Middle 
Ages, such as the Office of the Dead, the “Little Office” of the Virgin Mary, the seven 
penitential psalms, and the fifteen gradual psalms.   
The new Breviary sought to restore the scriptures to a prominent place.  Most of 
the Old Testament and all of the New Testament except for parts of Revelation were to be 
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read over the course of the year.47  The scripture readings were much longer on average 
than before.  However, there were also fewer of them, for Quiñones radically simplified 
the structure of Matins, the long night Office that contained all the substantial lessons.  
Traditionally, Matins on feast days could include as many as nine lessons.  In the new 
Breviary, Matins contained just three lessons.48   
Quiñones’s revision of the Psalter was also close to a complete overhaul.  In the 
old Roman Breviary, each hour of the Office included some Psalms, but these varied in 
number by hour and by day.49   Particular Psalms for special occasions and saints’ days 
often took the place of the ferial Psalms.50  In the new Breviary, each hour of each day 
had three Psalms.  This plan meant that all 150 Psalms would be read each week.  To 
make sure that this sequence was never interrupted, Quiñones did not include any proper 
Psalms.  For example, “every Friday of the year the same Psalms would be read without 
exception whether it was Advent, Christmas Day, Lent, Good Friday, or a saint’s feast.”51 
As Quiñones wrote in his preface, the idea behind his liturgical revisions was to 
restore the Divine Office from its “corrupted state” to an earlier, purer model closer to 
that followed by the early church.52 According to van Liere, “Like many pre-modern 
reformers, Quinones walked a fine line between promoting his revisions as a change for 
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the better and insisting that he had really changed nothing at all.”53  In both versions of 
his preface, he tried to erase the impression of substantial change: “If one ponders 
diligently and considers carefully the advice of the ancient fathers, he will understand 
clearly that this is not so much a newly invented breviary, as it is a restoration of the 
ancient breviary in a more satisfactory and refined form.”54  Later English Puritans could 
certainly understand and support a desire to revert to the “purer” model of worship, as 
exemplified for them by scripture and what was known of the practices of the early 
church, by stripping away excess and leaving only the essentials. 
 
Sixteenth-Century Continental Protestant Reformers and the Liturgical Calendar 
By the beginning of the sixteenth century, the trimming of the calendar began to 
have a place on the agenda of church reform. The liturgical year gave so much space to 
the feasts of the saints that the Reformers worried the people might lose sight of the 
distinctiveness of the service for the Lord’s Day, the primary celebration of worship.55  
In response to what they saw as the excesses of the Roman calendar, most 
Protestant Reformers chose to retain only Christmas, Good Friday, Easter, Ascension, 
and Pentecost as days that were worthy of remembering the Lord, because these days 
were mentioned in scripture.  The Swiss Reformer Heinrich Bullinger, in the chapter “Of 
Holy Days, Fasts and the Choice of Food” in his Second Helvetic Confession, noted:  
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If in Christian liberty the churches religiously celebrate the memory of the Lord’s 
nativity, circumcision, passion, resurrection and his ascension into heaven, and 
the sending of the Holy Spirit upon his disciples, we approve it highly, but we do 
not approve of feasts instituted for men and for saints…holy days which have 
been instituted for the saints and which we have abolished, have much that is 
absurd and useless, and are not to be tolerated.  In the meantime, we confess that 
the remembrance of saints, at a suitable time and place, is to be profitably 
commended to the people in sermons, and the holy examples of the saints set 
forth to be imitated by all.56 
 
German Reformer Martin Luther addressed the issue of feast days in his letter “To 
the Christian Nobility of the German Nation,” where he argued that all festivals should be 
abolished, and only Sunday, the Lord's Day, retained.  However, if it were desired to 
retain the Marian festivals and those of the “major saints,” they should be observed only 
by a morning Mass, after which the rest of the day should be a working day. Luther’s 
rationale was that since the feast days were abused by “drinking, gambling, loafing, and 
all manner of sin, we anger God more on holy days than we do on other days. Things are 
so topsy-turvy that holy days are not holy, but working days are.”57  Luther also protested 
the sheer number of saints’ days, arguing that both the saint and God would be done 
greater honor by turning the saint’s day into a working day.58  Luther’s fundamental 
evaluation of holy days was stated in his writing “On the Councils and the Church,” in 
1539: “We know that we can be saved without Easter and Pentecost, without Sunday and 
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Friday; and that we cannot be damned on account of Easter, Pentecost, Sunday, Friday, as 
Paul tells us in Col. 2, 16.”59   
The Swiss Reformer Ulrich Zwingli wrote in Article 25 of the first Zurich 
Disputation (1523), “The time and place are subject to the Christian people, and not the 
people to time and place.  So that those who regulate time and place should not rob 
Christians of their freedom.”60 For Zwingli, the most important aspect of worship was the 
preaching of God’s word, in the language of the people, on a regular basis.  Almost 
everything else was stripped away.  Generally, Zwinglian churches kept the scriptural 
observances of Christmas, Circumcision, Annunciation, Easter, Ascension, and 
Pentecost.  Saints’ days were essentially abolished and Sunday was emphasized as the 
central day of worship, in direct refutation of the Sarum Use, which held that Sundays 
could be displaced by festivals and saints’ days.61 
The Reformer Martin Bucer also addressed the concept of holy days in his major 
work Basic Principles (Grund und Ursach), written in 1524.  This book was a systematic 
explanation of the liturgical reforms that were being carried out in the different Reformed 
congregations of Strasbourg.  Bucer’s pattern for Sunday morning worship retained the 
basic structure of the Mass, but the connection with the Christian year was almost 
entirely abandoned. For this reason he wanted to hold as many services as possible on 
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Sunday because he saw the day as an opportunity to both rest from labor and to serve 
God.62   
Bucer explained the “discarding” of festivals by pointing out that they opened 
space for depravity and superstition.  He desired “that Christians keep one day as another, 
but that they celebrate God every day, by letting him work and create in us.”63  To the 
objection that then Sunday must also be abolished, he replied that its observance 
guarantees the necessary rest from work.  “Should man celebrate one out of seven days, 
as love demands, then Sunday is as good as another.  And when a man rests bodily it is 
certainly suitable that he should also enter the Divine Service and practice the Word of 
God, prayer and the Lord’s Supper.” 64  Good preaching was not enough.  “Not all accept 
the Word, so it is even more necessary ... that the feast days be totally abolished.”65  
Sundays were affected by feast days in the abuses that accompanied them: idleness, 
gluttony, and depravity.  In Bucer’s opinion, this should be settled “through good 
regulations by Christian authorities,” and “with Sunday as the only celebration day, it 
would be easier to do than with so many other celebration days.”66 
The views of the reformer John Calvin have the most significance for 
Congregationalists and their understanding of sacred time. He greatly simplified the 
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liturgical calendar, putting central emphasis on Sundays, and eliminating not only all of 
the saints’ days but also most of the other seasons such as Advent and Lent. Calvin also 
dropped the observances of Circumcision and the Annunciation, but kept the observance 
of Christmas, Easter, Ascension and Pentecost.  However, those days were celebrated 
only on Sundays, as opposed to the dates on which they traditionally fell.  
One of John Calvin’s innovations had lasting consequences for the church year: 
he followed Zwingli and others by abolishing the medieval lectionary, and chose instead 
to preach through whole books of the Bible in sequence.  Calvin was concerned that the 
lectionary of his day was made up of snippets of scripture taken out of context.  He did 
not believe that reading texts in such a haphazard manner would do enough to educate the 
people he served who were biblically illiterate.67  He preferred to focus on only one 
biblical text at a time and to read and preach scriptural passages in sequence, developing 
sermon texts from one book of scripture.  The people would in this way become 
acquainted with a given biblical book and hear each lesson in its proper context.  On 
Sundays, he preached on the New Testament, on weekdays the Old Testament.  In so 
doing, he bypassed the use of the liturgical year and, despite his continuation of the five 
major feasts, the practice of observing them began to disappear from churches that 
followed his lead.68  A significant difference between Lutheran and Reformed Protestants 
developed around this distinction: Lutherans retained the lectionary and therefore the 
church calendar, though with differences from the Roman calendar, and Reformed 
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Protestants opted for preaching through the Bible in sequence and dropped much of the 
church year.69   
Calvin specifically addressed his position on feast days in his Second Defense of 
the Sacraments (1566), written in response to critics.  Calvin, like many interested in 
reform, including those Catholics who sought to reform the Divine Office, desired to 
return to the early and therefore “pure” church: “Surely Augustine, who deplores that the 
liberty of the Church was oppressed in his day by the excessive number of rites, plainly 
testifies that very few feast-days were handed down from his forefathers.  This makes it 
apparent, that in the correction which we have made, nothing more was attended to than 
to renew that pure antiquity.”70 
However, for Calvin, this did not mean that all days were equal. Sundays were 
high points in the calendar, and Sundays when the Lord’s Supper was celebrated were 
times of very great importance.71  The historian Elsie McKee affirms that Calvin’s 
understanding of the Sabbath and of holy days required the faithful to see all of time as 
lived in God’s sight: “While this pattern did not locate salvation history so clearly in 
special seasons of the calendar, the great events of Christ’s passion and resurrection were 
never forgotten, but carried through each day and week.”72 
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Although the Calvinist Reformed tradition gave relatively little attention to the 
traditional liturgical year, this did not mean that they lacked a clear sense of liturgical 
time. For Calvin and those who followed him, religious time was primarily oriented 
toward the present historical context of the church.73  If no specific time was sacred, but 
rather, all time belonged to God and had been redeemed by Christ, then every moment 
was holy; every moment was a time for worship.  
This focus on the present is seen most clearly in the establishment of the weekly 
day of prayer.74  Begun in Strasbourg, this particular practice spread to other 
communities, especially Geneva, where it was given a clearly defined place in the 
Reformed calendar.75  This weekly day of prayer was the one other day besides Sunday 
that was a partial holiday: shops and businesses did not open until after worship on 
Wednesdays.  There were also services at two times on Wednesday mornings, as on 
Sundays, so that everyone might be able to attend worship.76   
The day of prayer was the only weekday service for which Calvin published a 
liturgy, and this was patterned on the Sunday service.77  It was also the only weekday on 
which the congregational singing of psalms was a part of the liturgy.  The day of prayer 
service was primarily focused on repentance and intercession, an awareness of human 
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sinfulness and human affliction, although it also could express thanksgiving for special 
mercies.78  The theme of repentance is clearly expressed in Calvin’s explanatory preface 
to the prayers for the day:  
 
And then, if we are truly faithful, we must recognize our offenses, be grieved with 
ourselves, turning back to the Lord in repentance and amendment of life, and pray 
to Him in true humility in order to obtain pardon….For this reason, it is good to 
have a set day each week in which there may be special exhortation about these 
things, and on which we may make prayers and supplications according to the 
needs of the time.79  
 
The Puritans would take this Calvinist desire for a particular day of repentance to the 
New England colonies, where it would manifest itself in days of humiliation and 
thanksgiving. 
The day of prayer was established as a weekly observance, but Calvin, like Bucer, 
recognized that there were special times when God spoke through particular events to call 
Christians to repentance and intercession, or to thanksgiving for mercies and blessings.  
At these times, the particular focus of the Day of Prayer might be shaped by the current 
events that might convey God’s wrath or God’s deliverance.80  Together with the 
restructuring of the liturgical year to give prominence to Sunday, this holy day helped to 
shape Calvinist Reformed liturgical time in a way that oriented worship toward taking 
very seriously the here and now.  
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Reform of the Liturgical Year in England 
 
 
Henry VIII and the Reformation of the Calendar 
The reforms of Henry VIII, occurring between 1529 and 1537, made a 
tremendous impact upon the English church.  However, the establishment of the royal 
supremacy and the dissolution of the religious houses had little effect upon the ritual 
year.81  The main consequence was the restriction of the number of holy days.  In 1532, 
as part of their complaints about the state of the Church, the House of Commons asserted 
that such feasts had grown too numerous, encouraging vice and idleness and diluting 
piety.82  The bishops replied that a stricter enforcement of devotion upon the days, rather 
than a reduction in their number, would improve the quality of religion.83   Henry VIII 
went along with the Commons instead of the bishops, and the Ten Articles issued in 1536 
contained injunctions that abolished a large number of feasts of minor patrons of 
parishes.84  These injunctions directed that all celebrations of the foundations of churches 
be held nationally on the same day, the first Sunday in October. They forbade any public 
religious services and any rest from labor between July 1 and September 29, the time of 
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harvest, except upon Sundays and dates dedicated to apostles and to the Virgin Mary 
(four in all).85   
The royal injunctions did not eliminate any seasonal rites, although they did insist 
that items such as Ash Wednesday ashes, Palm Sunday palms, and the water hallowed 
upon Easter Eve were only “ceremonial items” and could not confer grace by themselves.  
As stated in the Ten Articles, while these rites and ceremonies “put us in remembrance of 
those spiritual things that they do signify, none of these ceremonies have the power to 
remit sin, but only to stir and lift up our minds unto God, by whom only our sins be 
forgiven.”86 
Only Christmas, Candlemas, Easter and Ascension, All Hallows Day, the feasts of 
the Apostles, the Virgin, Saint George, John the Baptist, and Michael the Archangel were 
maintained.  The historian David Cressy argued that Henry VIII’s reform of the calendar 
was justified for three reasons: “1) the old calendar reserved too many days as holidays 
that took workmen away from their necessary labor; 2) the new calendar was presented as 
a means to moral improvement; 3) Protestant reformers objected to the theological 
ignorance and superstition displayed in popular veneration of the saints.”87  Henry VIII’s 
reformation of the Christian year was shaped by the supremacy that the crown claimed 
over the church.88 
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Edward VI and the Book of Common Prayer 
It was the death of Henry and the accession of his young son Edward VI in 
January 1547 that allowed the English reformers to move even further forward, under the 
eye of Lord Somerset, Edward’s Royal Protector.  A royal proclamation was issued in 
1548 that forbade several of the major ceremonies of the religious year, including the 
blessing of candles at Candlemas, ashes on Ash Wednesday and foliage on Palm 
Sunday.89  
In 1549, a set of liturgical texts, primarily created by Thomas Cranmer, 
Archbishop of Canterbury, was published as the Book of Common Prayer, and legislated 
by an Act of Uniformity.  Cranmer revised the Book of Common Prayer in 1552. There 
were significant subsequent revisions, especially in the version of 1662, but the overall 
character of the Prayer Book as shaped by Cranmer remained.90 
The Book of Common Prayer followed the reforms of Henry VII and his son 
Edward VI in that it eliminated many of the old feast days and ceremonies, as well as 
prayers to individual saints.91  The church year began with the season of Advent, 
followed by Christmas Day and the three feasts of Saint Stephen, Saint John, and the 
Holy Innocents.  Proper collects, epistles, and gospels for two Communion Services were 
given for Christmas Day, the first including the nativity story in Luke, and the second the 
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prologue to John’s gospel.  The Sunday after Christmas was followed by the Epiphany on 
January 6th.  Epiphany retained its dual emphasis, with Luke’s account of Christ’s 
baptism appointed to be read at Morning Prayer and Matthew’s story of the Magi at the 
Holy Communion.  Sundays were numbered after the Epiphany until Septuagesima.92 
Ash Wednesday was designated the first day of Lent, although the Sarum Rite’s 
blessing of ashes was not included.93  Lent included six Sundays, the last called the 
Sunday Next Before Easter, not Palm Sunday.  The name Holy Week was not used either, 
but services were provided for the Monday through Thursday before Easter, as well as for 
Good Friday and Easter Eve.  Easter Day, similar to Christmas, had propers for two 
Communion Services.  The first included the resurrection gospel from John, the second 
from Mark.  Monday and Tuesday in Easter Week were also given proper lessons.94  Five 
Sundays after Easter were followed by Ascension Day, the Sunday after Ascension, 
Whitsunday, and Monday and Tuesday in Whitsun-week.95  
The calendar of saints’ days was drastically reduced.  Only the festival days 
commemorating the New Testament saints were retained, which were the Annunciation 
and the Purification of the Virgin Mary, the Nativity of Saint John the Baptist, the feasts 
of the apostles and the evangelists, Saint Mary Magdalene, Saint Stephen, Holy 
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Innocents, and Saint Michael and All Angels, together with All Saints’ Day.96  Within 
eighteen months of the ascension of the government of Protector Somerset, the seasonal 
rituals of the English Church and the ornaments and institutions that had underpinned 
them had been virtually demolished.97   
In 1552, Edward and his regent Lord Somerset issued the “Act for the keeping of 
holy days and fasting days,” as part of the Second Act of Uniformity.  The Act 
incorporated the general Protestant position that “all days and times considered are God’s 
creatures and all of like holiness,” but still maintained that certain days be appointed for 
special services, called holy days, “not for the matter and nature either of the time or day, 
nor for any of the Saints’ sake, but for the nature and condition of those Godly and holy 
works, wherewith only God is to be honored, and the congregation edified.”98 
The second Book of Common Prayer, also published in 1552, following the lead 
of this Act of Uniformity, kept all Sundays in the year, the Mondays and Tuesdays in 
Easter Week and Whitsun Week, and the following feasts: Epiphany, Purification and 
Annunciation of the Virgin, Ascension, All Saints, Nativity, Holy Innocents, Saint 
Stephen, Saint John the Evangelist, Saint Paul, Saint Barnabas, Saint John the Baptist, 
and Saint Peter.99  The Second Book also reintroduced four feasts to the calendar, three of 
which were post-biblical saints: Saint George, patron saint of England; Lawrence, a third-
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century Roman deacon and martyr; and Clement, first-century bishop of Rome and one of 
the apostolic fathers.  The fourth addition was Lammas Day, on August 1.  This was 
originally the feast of Saint Peter in Chains, observing his angelic deliverance from 
prison (Acts 12: 4-19), although in England it was an agricultural festival celebrating the 
gathering of the first grain of the year.  A loaf baked from the new wheat was 
traditionally used at the Eucharist.100 
After the death of her brother Edward in 1553, Mary Tudor attempted to restore 
the English church to the state in which it had been in 1530, specifically to the Sarum 
Use,101 before her father’s break with Rome and her brother’s establishment of a 
Protestant faith.  Since the religious orders and many places of pilgrimage had for the 
most part been destroyed, and since former church lands had been turned over to the 
laity, complete return was an impossible task.102  This attempt came to an abrupt end with 
Mary’s death in 1558. 
 
Elizabeth I  
Mary’s half-sister Elizabeth, who had conformed outwardly to Catholicism but 
was brought up in the Protestant household of her stepmother Catherine Parr, succeeded 
to the throne immediately upon Mary’s death.  Within six months, Mary’s restoration was 
halted and dismantled.  In 1559, another Act of Uniformity was issued with another 
version of the Book of Common Prayer, which was almost exactly the same as that of 
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1552, except for the restoration of a number of saints to the calendar.  Included were 
fifty-eight “black-letter” traditional saints’ days, identified as such because they were 
printed in black type in the calendar in contrast to the “red-letter” major festivals.  The 
names and days of sixty other saints were added to the “new calendar” (from then on 
attached to the Prayer Book), but without red-letter or holy-day status.103  
For many of Elizabeth’s Puritan subjects, however, even the 1559 Book of 
Common Prayer was not sufficiently Protestant in nature and some pushed for further 
reform. They felt that too much Catholicism remained in the Elizabethan church, 
including some of the formulas and responses in the Book of Common Prayer: 
ceremonies such as the sign of the cross in baptism, and use of the surplice and of a ring 
in marriage.104  As early as 1536, the minister Hugh Latimer had preached against saints’ 
days:  
 
Do ye see nothing in our holidays?  Of the which very few were made at the first, 
and they to set forth goodness, virtue, and honesty: but in some places, there is 
neither mean nor measure in making new holidays, as who should say, this one 
thing is serving of God, to make this law, that no man may work.  But what doth 
the people on these holidays?  Do they give themselves to godliness, or else 
ungodliness?  God seeth all the whole holidays to be spent miserably in 
drunkenness, in glossing, in strife, in envy, in dancing, dicing, idleness, and 
gluttony…Thus men serve the devil; for God is not thus served, albeit ye say ye 
serve God.105  
                                                
 
103 Cressy, “God’s Time,” 396. 
 
104 Ibid., 398. 
 
105 Hugh Latimer, Selected Sermons of Hugh Latimer, ed. Allan G. Chester, (Charlottesville, VA: 
The University Press of Virginia, 1968), 15. 
 
  40 
Henry Barrowe, another Puritan who was eventually executed for his views, 
argued that Easter and Pentecost were Jewish feasts, and as such were incapable of being 
reinterpreted in a Christian sense. Feasts not on Sabbath days infringed upon the 
scriptural command to work, and Barrowe insisted that their subjects were illogically 
chosen: “Why do they not celebrate as well his baptism, temptation and victory over 
Satan in the wilderness, the calling of the woman of Samaria, the receiving of the 
Syrophoenician, his famous miracles, casting out devils, raising the dead, walking upon 
the sea, transfiguration upon the mountain, giving the Holy Ghost unto his apostles, with 
his commission and message, etc.”106  
In 1572, the Puritan manifesto Admonition to Parliament was published, written 
by London clergy John Field and Thomas Wilcox.  The document demanded that 
Elizabeth restore New Testament worship in the Church of England and eliminate the 
remaining Roman Catholic elements and practices.  It advocated for greater direct 
reliance on the authority of scripture and also church government by ministers and elders 
rather than by bishops.  The Admonition viewed all saints’ days, including those in the 
Book of Common Prayer, as violations of God’s commandments: “Who should say such 
devices for days and times were profitable or sufferable in Christ’s church.  Let them 
endeavor to commend God His discipline, which should be all the days and times of our 
life exercised in Christ’s church.  Let them require that.”107  Further, they wrote: 
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I would know what upon they ground their collect appointed for the service of 
Saint Bartholomew?  Wherein do they pray that they may follow Bartholomew’s 
sermons, seeing there is never a sermon of his extant, and so we shall follow we 
know not what?  Or that they pray that the church may preach as he did, when as 
they neither have his sermons, nor yet the whole church may preach, but ministers 
of the church only.  Is this praying?  God forgive us, it is a wicked prattling.108  
 
The authors of the document were imprisoned and Thomas Cartwright, who wrote 
A Second Admonition to Parliament in support of the first, was forced to flee England.  
The clergy who refused to conform to the compulsory form of worship required in the 
Act of Uniformity either lost their pulpits or were imprisoned.109  
 
 
The Rise of Puritanism under the Early Stuarts  
With Elizabeth’s death in 1603 and the succession of James VI of Scotland to the 
throne, the Puritans had hopes for more favorable treatment from the monarchy.  The 
Church of Scotland used the Book of Common Order, which was a version of John 
Knox’s Genevan service book of 1556.110  The Puritans hoped that the Book of Common 
Prayer would be revised or replaced; with the Church of Scotland book or another.111 
 In order to share their concerns, a group of Puritans produced a petition to present 
to James during his royal procession from Scotland to London.  The Millenary Petition, 
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so named because it allegedly came with a thousand signatures, requested James to reject 
certain ceremonies, such as the signing of the cross during baptism and the use of the ring 
in marriage, and to reject as well the required use of vestments and the terms “priest” and 
“absolution.”112   The Petition requested the requirement of spiritual examination before 
Holy Communion, which was always to be accompanied by a sermon; and services 
themselves were to be shorter.113  James decided to refer the petition to a conference, 
which met at Hampton Court in 1604.  While James agreed with the Puritans on a 
number of liturgical and ceremonial issues, he showed little sympathy with their rejection 
of bishops as well as some of their other ideas for Reformed discipline.114 He restored the 
office of bishop in the Church of Scotland, and, in 1610, had three of them consecrated 
by English bishops.115  
 
The Book of Sports 
The Puritans also had a strong objection to The Book of Sports, a proclamation 
issued by James I in 1617.  This document took both Puritans and Roman Catholics to 
task for prohibiting the sports and recreations that were permitted on Sundays and other 
holy days.  It was originally issued to resolve a dispute in Lancashire between the 
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Puritans and the gentry (many of whom were Roman Catholics). The original declaration 
was only for Lancashire, but in 1618, James made the declaration national:  
 
Whereas, we did justly in our progress through Lancashire, rebuke some Puritans 
and precise people, and took order that the like unlawful carriage should not be 
used by any of them hereafter in the prohibiting and unlawful punishing of our 
good people for using their lawful recreations, and honest exercises upon Sunday 
and other holy days, after the afternoon sermon and service; we find that two sorts 
of people, wherewith the country is much infected (we mean papists and Puritans) 
have maliciously traduced and calumniated our just and honorable 
proceedings…we have therefore thought good hereby to clear and make our 
pleasure to be manifested to all our good people in those parts.116 
 
The declaration listed archery, dancing, "leaping, vaulting, or any other such 
harmless recreation" as permissible sports, together with “May-games and Morris-dances, 
and the setting up of May-poles.”117 Also, “women shall have leave to carry rushes to the 
church for the decorating of it, according to their old custom.”118 Amongst the activities 
that were prohibited were bear and bull-baiting, interludes119 and bowling. 
In the view of historian Kenneth Parker, “No document did more to identify strict 
Sunday observance with the Puritans.”120  In the document James protected Sunday 
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recreations that the Puritans declared were in direct opposition to the Sabbath.  He 
ordered that both non-conforming Protestants and dissident Catholics either worship 
according to the Book of Common Prayer or be forced into exile.121  This was a double 
blow according to historian Roger Lockyer: “for while he protected Sunday recreations 
which many Protestants regarded as profanations of the Sabbath, in the same document 
he threatened those who disliked the established form of worship with exile, causing 
many to conclude that the king protected the wicked while persecuting the righteous.”122  
In one of the few periods when ecclesiastical officials and secular leaders worked 
together, the two groups caused James in 1618 to rescind the order that the Book of 
Sports be read publicly.123  
The declaration was reissued by James’ successor, Charles I, on October 18, 
1633, as The King's Majesty’s declaration to his subjects concerning lawful sports to be 
used.  Charles ordered that any minister who refused to read it would lose their pulpit.124  
As the Puritans gained power in Parliament in the lead-up to the English Civil War, 
hostility to the Book of Sports grew. Attempts to enforce the declaration came to an end 
in 1640, and Parliament ordered the book publicly burned in 1643.125 
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Even as the Puritans stood in opposition to many of James’ declarations, the 
Roman Catholics in England were also feeling pushed aside with the development of a 
new Protestant festival calendar, beginning with the celebration of Elizabeth’s accession 
day in 1558, November 17.126  After Elizabeth’s death in 1603, this anniversary was 
replaced by March 24, the date when James took the throne. But James also added 
August 5 to the calendar, the date of his escape from an attempted kidnapping in Scotland 
prior to his rise to the English throne.  He also kept his coronation date, July 25, as well 
as his birthday on June 19.127  In 1606, Parliament added another date by passing an act 
for a perpetual celebration of James’ second lucky escape, from the attempt by a few 
Catholics to blow him up in the Gunpowder Plot.128  The whole Parliament was to have  
died with James in the Gunpowder incident, and so the new anniversary provided 
opportunities to celebrate representative government as well as monarchy and to attack 
Catholics.129  The act ordered all people to attend church on the morning of each 
November 5, and all parish clergy to read not only prescribed prayers, but also the act of 
Parliament itself.130 A national calendar was developing which ran alongside the liturgical 
calendar, a pattern that would soon develop in the colonies as well. 
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Charles I and Rising Tensions 
Following James I, the reign of his son, Charles I, gave the Puritans yet more 
reason to gather in opposition.  Charles was even less Protestant than his father, and 
granted special favor to those clergy who preferred a more traditional liturgical calendar, 
such as William Laud, later Archbishop of Canterbury.131   
In 1627, John Cosin published a book of devotions, which was a sequence of 
personal prayers matched to the successive Sundays and feasts of Christ and the Apostles 
in the cycle of the year.  It was prefaced by the full calendar of holy days prescribed in 
1560, which, it reminded readers, was still technically in force:  
 
The calendar of the Church is as full of benefit as delight, unto such are given to 
the serious study and due contemplation thereof.  For, besides the admirable order 
and disposition of times, which are necessary for the better transacting of all 
ecclesiastical and secular affairs, it hath in it a very beautiful distinction of the 
days and seasons, where of some are chosen and sanctified, and others are put 
among the days of the week to number.  Howbeit, the multitude of men and 
women reputed holy in this kind became so exceeding numerous, that all the days 
of the year would not have been sufficient for a several commemoration of them; 
it was the great wisdom and moderation of those religious grave prelates, by 
whom God did reform such things, as were many ways remiss here among us, to 
choose one solemn day alone, wherein to magnify God for the generality of All 
His Saints together; and to retain some few selected days in every month for the 
special memory of others, both holy Persons and Holy Actions, hereby avoiding 
only the burden and the unnecessary number of Festival Days; not disallowing the 
multitude of God’s true Martyrs and Saints, whose memorials we are to solemnize 
howsoever in the general Festival of All Saints’ Day, as by the proper Lessons, 
the Collect, Epistle, and Gospel then appointed in our public liturgy, doth most 
evidently appear.132   
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The book was highly favored by Charles and others at the royal court, but it was a 
step backwards for the Puritans, especially as it contained a supplementary calendar of 
saints’ days that had been purged in the time of Henry VIII.133  
  
The Interregnum and Restoration 
At the same time in Scotland, the bishops under Charles attempted to introduce a 
new liturgy that would be a version of the Church of England’s 1604 prayer book.  
However, the Scottish Bishop Wedderburn made substantial changes and reintroduced 
material from the 1549 Book of Common Prayer, which certain ministers of the Church 
of Scotland saw as a move closer to Rome, as well as that it was also sponsored by the 
Church of England bishops.134  The new Scottish book was published in 1637, but was 
met with coordinated opposition.  Events quickly escalated in 1638 to the formation of 
the National Covenant and the expulsion of bishops from the Church of Scotland.  A 
Scottish army was raised and invaded England.  Charles called the Short Parliament in 
1639 to raise funds for the war, but he soon dissolved it when Parliament began voicing 
opposition to his policies. Charles was forced to call yet another meeting of Parliament in 
1640 to raise more funds.  This became known as the Long Parliament, which began to 
raise even more grievances against the king.135  There were many Puritans and Puritan-
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sympathizers in Parliament at this point, who opposed the current system of bishops, but 
there was little agreement over what shape church government should take.  Later in the 
same year the Root and Branch Petition was approved by the House of Commons, which 
called for the total elimination of the system of bishops.  Archbishop Laud and his 
supporters were imprisoned and eventually executed, along with Charles I.136  The 
Commonwealth was established, under the protectorate of Oliver Cromwell.  Bishops 
were removed from the Church of England, the Solemn League and Covenant was 
created to unite nations and churches, and the Westminster Assembly of Divines was 
gathered, made up of theologians and members of Parliament, that met from 1643 to 
1653 to restructure the Church of England.137  
Although the Westminster Assembly’s initial task had been to revise The Thirty-
Nine Articles of the Church of England, its purpose grew to include preparation of a 
confession of faith and to draw up forms of worship to replace the Book of Common 
Prayer of 1604.138  The confession of faith that came out of the Assembly in 1646 was the 
Westminster Confession, which, while it did not specifically address holy days or the 
calendar, did address the Sabbath in the chapter “Of Religious Worship, and the Sabbath 
Day”:  
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As it is the law of nature, that, in general, a due proportion of time be set apart for 
the worship of God; so, in his Word, he hath particularly appointed one day in 
seven, for a Sabbath, to be kept holy unto him: which, from the beginning of the 
world to the resurrection of Christ, was the last day of the week; and, from the 
resurrection of Christ, was changed into the first day of the week, which, in 
Scripture, is called the Lord’s day, and is to be continued to the end of the world, 
as the Christian Sabbath. This Sabbath is then kept holy unto the Lord, when men, 
after a due preparing of their hearts, and ordering of their common affairs 
beforehand, do not only observe a holy rest, all the day, from their own works, 
words, and thoughts about their worldly employments and recreations, but also 
are taken up, the whole time, in the public and private exercises of his worship, 
and in the duties of necessity and mercy.139 
 
 
The Westminster Assembly’s replacement for the Book of Common Prayer was a 
compromise between the moderate English and Scottish clergy, the more radical English 
Independents, and the radical party of the Church of Scotland, none of whom wanted to 
be tied to any set liturgy.140 This compromise, which became known as The Westminster 
Directory, was essentially a set of instructions for ministers, providing only a structure 
for the services, with an outline of what the minister might say in his prayers and 
exhortations.141  
The Westminster Directory decreed that Sunday was the only holy day and that 
neither work nor recreation were permitted upon it.  With two short sentences it abolished 
the celebration of the Christian year: “There is no day commanded in scripture to be kept 
holy under the gospel but the Lord’s day, which is the Christian Sabbath.  Festival days, 
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vulgarly called Holy-days, having no warrant in the word of God, are not to be 
continued.”142  Only one celebration was formally recognized, that of the foiling of the 
Gunpowder Plot on November 5.143  This gave the force of law to long-standing Puritan 
objections to the celebration of holy days.  On December 25 town criers went through the 
streets proclaiming “No Christmas today!”144  
In place of the old feasts, the Directory recognized the existing monthly fast and 
any individual fast days that the Houses might appoint in response to national disasters 
and with days of thanksgiving.145  These, however, were to be devoted to religion and 
“holy duties” just like Sundays; indeed, they would only be distinguished from fast days 
by the fact that the prayers would be more cheerful and people would be allowed to have 
something to eat.146  The Puritans who eventually arrived in New England would bring 
this idea of fast and thanksgiving days with them and these days would become a 
foundational part of their calendar. 
Oliver Cromwell died in 1658, and during the next two years the army and 
Parliament paved the way for the restoration of the monarchy under Charles II.  In 1660 
Charles II was presented with a petition in which he was asked to not restore the Book of 
Common Prayer without “modification of some of the ceremonies.”147  The Savoy 
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Conference was called to deliberate on the issue.  Richard Baxter, one of the Puritan 
clergy present at the conference, began work on a supplemental liturgy, which could be 
used as an alternative to the forms of the Book of Common Prayer and was known as the 
Savoy Liturgy.148  While the Conference ended without any concrete achievement, in 
1662 a new Book of Common Prayer was issued, which restored the calendar, to the 
dismay of the Puritans.149  
The calendar included a table listing the “Vigils, Fasts, and Days of Abstinence to 
be observed through the year” immediately before the calendar.  The vigils were those of 
Christmas, the Purification, the Annunciation, Easter, the Ascension, Pentecost, Saint 
John the Baptist, Saint Peter, Saint James, Saint Bartholomew, Saint Matthew, Saint 
Simon and Saint Jude, Saint Andrew, Saint Thomas, and All Saints.  The other “days of 
Fasting, or Abstinence” were the forty days of Lent, the Ember Days, the Rogation Days, 
and Fridays (except Christmas Day).150  Certain solemn days known as the “State 
Services,” such as the Martyrdom of King Charles I, were also listed.   
For the Puritans, this latest edition of the Book of Common Prayer was for all 
intents and purposes the same as the one restored at the beginning of Queen Elizabeth’s 
reign.151  Many English Protestants found themselves unable to conform to what it 
required them to do and say and listen to.  
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Two schools of thought arose regarding those persons who could not or would not 
conform to what was required by the 1662 Act of Uniformity.  Advocates of 
“comprehension” sought an inclusive Church of England that would produce a common 
prayer agreeable to persons of different theological persuasions.  Those in favor of 
“toleration” would allow those who objected to the Book of Common Prayer to practice 
legally and without interference their own beliefs.152  
 The two kings immediately following the Restoration either had Roman Catholic 
leanings, as in the case of Charles II, or openly gave allegiance to the Roman Catholic 
Church, as in the case of James II.153  As a result, while they were in power, the idea of 
toleration would have had to include Catholics, and neither the Church of England nor 
the Puritans wanted that approach. The idea of comprehension grew in popularity, and 
several Church of England clergy proposed that revisions be made to the Book of 
Common Prayer that would be acceptable to the Puritans.154  In 1688, a committee was 
set up to do the revisions, which led to a Convocation of the Church in 1689 and the 
appointing of a formal Commission for that revision. However, by the time the 
Commission had finished, James II had been overthrown and the firmly Protestant King 
William and Queen Mary ascended to the throne. Now the idea of toleration no longer 
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included Catholics, which the Puritans supported, and as a result, comprehension and its 
newly written liturgy were dropped.155  
 As the English Puritans continued to affirm their objections to the church year and 
to saints’ days, Sunday continued to be a critical aspect of their faith.  The writings of 
John Calvin on the role of Sunday were important resources for the Puritans, but one of 
their own, Nicholas Bound, was also instrumental in shaping the theology and observance 
of Sunday, which would be taken with them to the New England colonies. 
 
 
Puritan Understandings of Sunday 
 
John Calvin 
The meaning, character, and celebration of Sunday was a subject of great debate 
in Protestant England.  According to Horton Davies: “The Puritans believed that each 
Sunday or Sabbath was the Christological cycle in summary form, that each day should 
be a Lent, and that each of the elect should be a “saint” by the use of the religious 
exercises that kept his mind informed of God’s gospel.”156  As early as 1525, Robert 
Barnes, who would later be considered a Puritan, quoted the exhortation of the patristic 
writer Jerome to worship God every day, not only on festival days, for “Christ is every 
day born, every day risen, every day ascended up.  And this you must believe every day 
steadfastly.  This must you sanctify in your hearts daily, and not one day.”157  By 1567, 
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the Puritans were quoting to their examiners Bishop Hooper’s words that “holy days are 
the leaven of antichrist.”158  They had two objections: “In this [Prayer Book], days are 
ascribed unto saints and kept holy with their fasts on their evens, and prescript service 
appointed for them, which, beside that they are, of many, superstitiously kept and 
observed, are also contrary to the commandment of God.  Six days shalt thou labor, and 
therefore we, for the superstition that is put in them, dare not subscribe to them.”159  
In order to understand the Puritans’ understanding of the importance of the 
Sabbath and their rejection of the temporal cycle, it is important to return to John Calvin, 
who had been influential for the work of John Knox, particularly the 1556 Genevan 
Service Book, which is based on Calvin’s own Genevan rites.160  
Calvin emphasized the worshipful characteristic of the Sabbath commandment.  
In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin’s opening statement on the Sabbath 
commandment emphasized the theme of the centrality of grace: “The purpose of this 
commandment is that, being dead to our own inclinations and works, we should meditate 
on the Kingdom of God, and that we should practice this meditation in the ways 
established by him.”161 For Calvin, the Sabbath was a given as a reminder of this grace.  
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The call to a Sabbath rest was a call to abandon the works of the law as the basis for 
humanity’s relationship to God, for that relationship was grounded in grace.   
 In Calvin’s view, Sunday represented spiritual rest.  In Christ, this element had 
been fulfilled so that there was, consequently, a diminished emphasis on precise Sabbath 
observance in the New Testament.162  Nevertheless, although the outward sign of the 
strict observance of a particular day had been abolished by Christ, the “inward reality” of 
the Sabbath remained for the Christian community.  This inward reality was the reality of 
grace.  Calvin wrote that “We must be wholly at rest, that God may work in us; we must 
yield our will; we must resign our heart; we must give up all our fleshly desires.  In short, 
we must rest from all activities of our own contriving, so that, having God working in us, 
we may repose in him as the apostle also teaches.”163  Rest and repose were, however, a 
perpetual duty for the Christian, not restricted to one day in seven.  It was a redemptive 
rest, an “eternal cessation” from dependence on works, which was symbolized by the 
Sabbath.  As such it remained important for sanctified people, for it was a sign of God’s 
covenant relationship, a “sign of God’s separating of his faithful Church from all the rest 
of the world.”164 
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In Calvin’s Geneva, there were four Sunday services.165  At dawn a regular 
preaching service was held for servants or others who might have domestic duties the rest 
of the day.  This service had certain similarities to the main morning service; on the 
Sundays the Lord’s Supper was celebrated, the dawn service was also a supper service, 
because no one was to be excluded from sharing that most special sacrament simply 
because he or she was not free to attend the main morning service.166  The dawn service 
was a favorite time for baptisms and marriages.   
 The principal service was the mid-morning service, at which all the important 
announcements were made, and at which Calvin always preached unless prevented by 
travel, illness, or other church business, such as the installation of a new minister.  The 
third service was the weekly catechism at noon, to which all children and others who 
were not yet able to give an accounting of their faith were obliged to come until they 
could demonstrate publicly a sufficient understanding of the faith in order to be admitted 
to the Lord’s Supper.  The fourth service was the Sunday afternoon preaching service, 
usually mid-afternoon.  Calvin also usually preached at this service, which was a second 
occasion when weddings might be performed.167 
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Nicholas Bound 
 
 Nicholas Bound, an English Puritan, drew upon Calvin’s themes in his extensive 
writings on the Sabbath in the late sixteenth century, which included two volumes of 
detailed commentary on the fourth commandment.  Bound articulated two theological 
positions relative to the Sabbath commandment: 
 
First, the Sabbath was rooted in creation and therefore antedated both the fall and 
the Mosaic law.  The fourth commandment, as in the other commandments, was a 
creation ordinance.  It was a natural, perpetual moral law binding on all humanity, 
not a ceremonial law binding only on ancient Israel.  This meant that the Christian 
observance of the Lord’s Day was not simply a practical regulation established by 
the church, but an observance that was based directly and immediately on the 
fourth commandment in the Mosaic law, which was traced, in turn, to creation 
itself.168  
 
 
 The second theological position concerned the shift of the day of rest and worship 
from the Jewish seventh day to the Christian first day.  The view spelled out by Bound 
was that the adoption of Sunday as the New Testament Sabbath was based not only on an 
early ecclesiastical decision, but on a divine mandate which came ultimately from Christ 
himself and was transmitted through the apostles. “The first day of the week, moreover, 
was distinct from and superior to the other days, and no other day should be substituted 
out of convenience for the church.  The Sabbath, first the Jewish and now the Christian 
Sabbath, was sanctified by God.”169 
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 Bound affirmed that the name “Lord’s Day” must always be used, for it gave 
added stature to the day.  It “breeds reverence” for the day and “maketh the day more 
highly to be esteemed.”170  Bound felt the name “Sunday” should be abandoned, because 
it could have been arbitrarily attached to any day of the week, but because of the 
distinctiveness and uniqueness of the first day of the week, that day should only be called 
the Lord’s Day, “for as by it can be meant no other day, but that which we keep for our 
Sabbath, so the name cannot be imparted to any other day without sacrilege.”171  
 Bound argued that the Lord’s Day was holy in a way in which the other days were 
not.  He argued that everything used in the service of God was sanctified and made 
distinctive, such as the water of baptism and the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper: 
“God blessed these elements in such a way that He made them so wholly to differ from 
all other, as though they were not of the same nature and kinde, and so, from that they 
were before, as though they were not the same anymore.”172 Similarly, the Lord’s Day 
had been sanctified so that it became a unique day among the days.  It was a holy day, the 
one holy day that remained.   
 The worship of God was the purpose of the Sabbath, and while Bound regarded 
communal worship as paramount, he insisted Christian worship must extend far beyond 
the hours for public assembly.  The whole day was the Lord’s and that day was a full 
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twenty-four hours, extending from morning to morning.173  Bound declared that “we must 
spend the morning, evening, and whole day, yea some part of the night, so far as our 
necessary rest and sleep will permit us in praising and serving the Lord.”174  He 
recommended that there be careful preparation for communal worship.  This included 
self-examination, prayer, and reading of Scripture.175  
 Bound’s view of Sabbath keeping also included a social emphasis: “Works of 
mercy were to be done especially on the Sabbath, for the whole worship of God was 
ordained to this end: that Christians be better equipped to show love to others.  The 
faithful must, therefore, feed the hungry, clothe the naked, lodge the homeless, and visit 
the sick and imprisoned.  The Lord’s Day was the day of showing mercy.”176   
 Finally, the heavy emphasis on a proper celebration of the Sabbath was centered 
in the preoccupation with sanctification: “Therefore to conclude, I do most willingly 
acknowledge, that this was one principal end, for which the Sabbath was ordained: even 
that thereby we might be sanctified through the pure use of God’s worship upon that day; 
and that this should be the fruit of our resting, and sanctification of the day; without the 
which all that we do is to no purpose.”177  For the Puritans, all of life found its meaning 
and purpose in the sanctification of the Sabbath.  
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 Calvin and Bound spelled out remarkably similar recommendations on how to use 
the Lord’s Day.  Both men called for cessation of daily labor and recreation, to be 
observed throughout the day and involving private meditation as well as public assembly.  
Calvin’s approach to the Sabbath was strongly colored by his practical concern for good 
order in the church.  The Puritan approach, reflected in Bound and later in the 
Westminster Confession, was a more principled one by which the Christian observance 
of a day of rest and worship was based more directly and immediately on the law of the 
fourth commandment.  
 By the time the first settlers arrived in the New England colonies, the liturgical 
calendar in England had already undergone significant changes, moving from one 
extreme to another.  The Puritans in New England would leave the formal liturgical 
calendar behind and find their own ways of marking sacred time, beginning with the 
Lord’s Day, which was brought to the New World not only by the settlers of New 
England, but also by other groups of Anglicans and Presbyterians who settled the English 
colonies in North America.  The Lord’s Day became a central part of how the Puritans in 
the colonies organized and understood time, a topic that is explored in the following 
chapter.    
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Chapter Two 
The Roots of Congregational Time in the United States 
 
Sacred Time in Seventeenth-Century Puritan New England 
 
Sabbath 
The English settlers of seventeenth-century New England arrived with their own 
heritage, but soon created a new culture, which would eventually become an American 
culture.  By necessity, they were separated from their usual way of life, particularly their 
religious way of life, and forced to create their own customs and practices, including the 
ways in which they marked time. This chapter traces this marking of time from the 
Puritans in the seventeenth century to the Congregationalists up to the mid-nineteenth 
century. 
 The Puritans settled New England primarily to put their theological doctrines into 
practice.  In doing so, they raised the Sabbath to a position of prominence. “The theology 
of the Sabbath was an integral part of the cluster of ideas employed by New England 
Puritans in order to understand their place in universal history.”1  
New England Puritans considered establishment of the pure Sabbath essential to 
the fulfillment of their divine mission to build a truly reformed society.2  For the Puritans, 
scripture taught that the Sabbath is the symbol of the everlasting covenant between God 
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and the elect nation, and this covenant set them apart.3  The Sabbath, or Lord’s Day,  was 
a time for solemn rejoicing. The day was to be given over to private and family prayer, 
attendance at public worship, Bible reading, and acts of charity and mercy.  Going to 
church meetings constituted the most important positive obligation of the day.4  Life in 
the colonies made possible a protected and even legislated observance of the Sabbath that 
had been difficult in Puritan practice in England.5  The commandment to remember the 
Sabbath and keep it holy could now be observed to the Puritans’ specifications, and the 
day could be kept as a time of solemn rejoicing and as a day of rest from labor.   
In the Puritan understanding, God called persons to places or vocations in family 
and society where work was directed not only to personal sustenance but also to the 
common good.6  John Winthrop, the elected governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, 
described this calling in a lay sermon entitled “A Modell of Christian Charity”: “We 
profess ourselves fellow members of Christ, and our task is to find a place to live under a 
due form of Government both civil and ecclesiastical.  We are entered into Covenant with 
God for this work, and God hath ratified this Covenant and sealed our Commission, and 
will expect a strict performance of the Articles contained in it.”7 
                                                
 
3 Winton Solberg, Redeem the Time: The Puritan Sabbath in Early America (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1999), 78.  
 
4 Ibid., 82. 
 
5 Earle, The Sabbath in Puritan New England, 36. 
 
6 Horton Davies, The Worship of the American Puritans, 1629-1730 (New York, NY: Peter Lang 
Publishing, 1990), 34. 
 
7 John Winthrop, “A Modell of Christian Charity” in The Puritans in America: A Narrative 
Anthology, Andrew Delbanco, ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 132. 
  63 
Idleness was a sin, and New Englanders were not hesitant to legislate restrictions 
against it.  A Massachusetts Bay law of 1629 stated that “no idle drone” could continue to 
live in the colony.8  In 1633, a Court of Assistants reinforced this decree by ordering that 
all workmen should labor the whole day and that no one should spend his time “idly or 
unprofitably” upon penalty of such punishment as the court thought appropriate.9 Labor 
unnecessary for the immediate needs of living was prohibited, and all sports, recreation, 
and unnecessary travel, were banned as out of keeping with the purpose of the day.10 
Instead, the Sabbath was to be devoted to spiritual edification, public worship, 
and private devotion.  Observing the Hebrew practice of defining the day from sunset to 
sunset, New England Puritans began their Sabbath on Saturday evening, its hours to be 
spent in family worship and private meditation in preparation for the public worship of 
the day ahead.  Then, by nine the next morning, the residents of each community 
gathered in their meetinghouse for the morning service and again at two for a service in 
the afternoon.11  For many years, attendance by all, whether church member or not, was 
required by law, this being seen as desirable for the health and good order of society.12  
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At the same time the New England Puritans embraced the ideal of the Sabbath, 
they also suppressed certain festivals honoring saints, martyrs, and events in the life of 
Christ.13  The first occasion for this radical break with the past came at Plymouth in 1621.  
Because Puritans no longer celebrated Christmas, Governor Bradford called the people to 
work as usual on that day.  But some of the immigrants who had arrived a month earlier 
were not in religious sympathy with the Puritans and excused themselves from labor on 
grounds of conscience.  Bradford agreed to respect their consciences until the newcomers 
were better informed.14  However, returning home from work at noon, he found some of 
them in the street “at play, openly; some pitching the bar, and some at stool-ball and such 
like sports.  So he took away their implements, and told them that was against his 
conscience, that they should play and others work.  If they made the keeping of it matter 
of devotion, let them keep their houses; but there should be no gaming or reveling in the 
streets.”15 
Although the Puritans had abandoned the liturgical calendar, this did not mean 
that the Puritans had abandoned their concern for safeguarding holy time.16  Instead, they 
focused that concern with renewed intensity on the Sabbath and on occasional days of 
fasting and thanksgiving.  The New England minister Thomas Shepard insisted that on 
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the Sabbath “we are to abstain from all servile work,” so that “having no work of our own 
to mind or do, we might be wholly taken up with God’s work.”17  “The noise and crowd 
of all worldly occasions and things” were to give way to devotional absorption in prayer, 
meditation, self-examination, familial catechesis, and public worship.18  
 
 
Fast and Thanksgiving Days 
In addition to elevating the Lord’s Day and abolishing the feast days retained by 
the Church of England, the colonists established their own fast and thanksgiving days. 
Special occasions required special ceremonies.  When things went badly, people 
observed a day of fasting and prayer; when things went well, they celebrated a day of 
thanksgiving.19  These occasions differed from the old holy days in that they were kept as 
circumstances dictated rather than regularly on a fixed or moveable schedule, were 
ordained by civil rather than ecclesiastical authority, and were imposed on the entire 
community.20 
Depending on circumstances, fast days could be limited to one particular town or 
church, or observed simultaneously in every church and town.  On these days, normal 
activities would cease and communities would come together at the meetinghouse to 
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implore God’s mercy and inquire into the meaning of events that affected their collective 
well-being.21 In many cases, these events were disasters, such as drought: in 1639, a two-
week drought in May, which caused fear that the wheat crop was lost, was relieved by a 
fast that produced “such a store of rain, and so seasonably, as the corn revived and gave 
hope of a very plentiful harvest.”22  If not drought, then flood: in late summer 1642, it 
rained for almost two weeks straight, “scare one fair day, and much corn and hay 
spoiled.”  No sooner had a fast been ordered by the Massachusetts General Court than 
“the weather changed, and was fair thereafter.”23  Internal division as well as natural 
disasters often served as reasons for a fast day.  A fast in Scituate, Massachusetts, where 
rival ministers competed for authority, “concluded peaceably” with people reconciled to 
one another and promising “not to speak of each other’s infirmities.”24  Such events were 
always understood as divine messages signaling God’s displeasure with the life of the 
people.25  By coming together in solemn assembly to hear God speak, the people 
expressed their dependence on God and their willingness to amend whatever evils had 
provoked God’s wrath.26  The ritual of the fast day was designed to evoke repentance, 
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which it was believed would return God’s favor.27  As John Davenport explained in a fast 
day sermon, “When people who have been formerly under the effects of God’s 
displeasure, do turn unto him with unfeigned Repentance, and Reformation of their 
former evil ways, God will certainly turn unto them in mercy, and make all his Creatures 
serviceable for their good.”28 
Fast day sermons conveyed hope and confidence in the knowledge that by 
gathering together for public repentance and attendance on God’s word, the people were 
taking the necessary first step toward deliverance.29  The ritual of the fast day served 
notice to the people and to God that desertion was “not yet” upon them.30  Historian 
David D. Hall explains that the Puritans fasted “as though to purge themselves of sin.”31  
Work ceased on those days, and most people went to church to pray collectively for 
mercy.   
When the trial had passed, the people celebrated.  At such times of deliverance, a 
thanksgiving sermon was called for, in which the minister reminded the people that it was 
God who delivered them and not they themselves.32 An example of this reminder can be 
found in the same town of Scituate; in 1649, a fast was held “in regard of our own 
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particulars, very many amongst us being visited with colds and coughs in a strange 
manner especially children their coughing constraining casting and bleeding at the nose 
and mouth.”33  The next spring, the congregation celebrated a thanksgiving to recognize 
God for “restoring and recovering many of our little children who had been very nigh 
death with very violent coughings…we as duly required, rendered praise.”34  
Authority for the appointment of these days rested primarily with the churches, 
exercised through the vote of local congregations generally in response to a pastor’s 
request.  On the larger colony level, many congregations joined in early times to petition 
the General Court for declarations of these days, though gradually this power fell more 
and more into the government’s hands.  Yet even then many churches continued to vote 
on keeping those days that the government proclaimed, which later evolved to simply 
hearing a reading of the governor’s proclamation at a Sabbath gathering.35  
More occasional days of public worship were proclaimed as well.  As John Eliot 
described them, upon “extraordinary occasions,” such as when “notable judgments” and 
“special mercies” from God were evident, days of humiliation and thanksgiving, 
respectively, were set aside.36  These “were so many Sabbaths more” in the calendar of 
New England worship.37  Such days sometimes were proclaimed by civil authority for the 
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entire populace and sometimes by churches for members.  The unity of public and private 
devotion was a characteristic of Puritan spirituality and seen in the Puritan approach to 
fasting and giving thanks.38  The minister John Cotton noted that in both private and 
public fasts the participant “voluntary undertakes to make his body and soul the fitter to 
pray more fervently to God upon some extraordinary occasion.”39  The aim was “more 
devoutly to contemplate God’s holy will, and fervently pour forth our soul unto him by 
prayer,” so that “by our serious humiliation, and judging of ourselves, we may escape the 
judgment of the Lord.”40  
 
Election Day 
 
An additional fixed special occasion for preaching in the New England calendar 
was the annual observance of an election day in the several colonies when local 
assemblies and colony officials were chosen for the coming year.41  This civil holiday 
was of particular importance not only as a recognition of the principle of consent present 
in colony government, but also as a reminder of the divine mission of New England and 
the special covenant responsibility given to its people by God.42  Election day 
celebrations, held in the capital cities, culminated in an election sermon delivered before 
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assembled magistrates, deputies, and clergy who represented the diverse agents of 
authority in colony life.43  Beginning with John Cotton in 1634, and after 1640 held 
annually into the eighteenth century, prominent clergy were honored by selection to 
deliver these messages.44  The subsequent printing of these sermons made possible their 
wider influence, as speaker after speaker examined the nature of God’s covenanting with 
New England, explored the role of government under subservience to God’s Word, and 
pleaded with all for a greater covenant obedience to which would be given great blessing.  
As historian Harry Stout stated, “election sermons were in a sense a social sacrament, a 
reassuring sign that New England, if faithful, would continue as a peculiar people under 
the grace of God.”45 
 
Covenant Renewal 
  Often connected with the observance of days of fasting and humiliation and 
election days was the practice of corporate covenant renewal.  This practice had been 
strongly recommended by the Reforming Synod of 1679, but many Congregational 
churches already had their own covenants, as shown in the following example of First 
Church in Salem, Massachusetts (John Fiske, pastor), which approved the following 
covenant in 1629, fifty years before:  
 
We covenant with our Lord, and one with another; and we do bind ourselves in 
the presence of God, to walk together in all his ways, according as he is pleased, 
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to reveal himself unto us in his blessed Word of truth; and do explicitly, in the 
name and fear of God, profess and protest to walk as followeth, through the power 
and grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. We promise to walk with our brethren, with 
all watchfulness and tenderness, avoiding jealousies and suspicions, backbitings, 
censurings, provokings, secret risings of spirit against them; but in all offences, to 
follow the rule of our Lord Jesus, and to bear and forbear, give and forgive, as he 
hath taught us.46  
 
The covenant was not just written, accepted, and never thought about again. The 
days of humiliation or fasting provided an opportunity for congregations to renew their 
covenant and to take it again to their hearts. 
The Reforming Synod of 1679 also addressed the idea of covenant.  This synod 
was called by the Massachusetts General Court, and was the third gathering of clergy and 
representative laymen.  The first gathering in 1648 resulted in the Cambridge Platform, 
standardizing the institutional forms of Massachusetts Congregationalism.47  The 
Platform was a declaration of principles of church government and discipline, forming a 
kind of constitution.  Chapter IV of the Cambridge Platform specifically addresses the 
concept of covenant: 
 
We conceive the substance of it is kept where there is real agreement and consent 
of a company of faithful persons to meet constantly together in one congregation, 
for the public worship of God, and their mutual edification; which real agreement 
and consent they do express by their constant practice in coming together for the 
public worship of God and by their religious subjection unto the ordinances of 
God there.48 
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The second synod in 1662 wrestled with the rights of those baptized but unable to 
demonstrate conversion and resulted in the debates concerning the Half-Way Covenant, 
still raging in the 1670s.49  In the aftermath of King Philip’s War (1675-76), the 
Massachusetts colony endured English imperial pressure and a string of poor harvests. 
The colony’s legislature formally asked for a synod to be called in 1679 in order to 
answer two questions: “What are the evils that have provoked the Lord to bring his 
judgment on New England?” and “What is to be done so that those evils may be 
reformed?”50   
 “Solemn and explicit Renewal of the Covenant” was emphasized by the 
Reforming Synod as an answer to the second question above, citing the scriptural warrant 
and rationale for doing so: 
 
Solemn and explicit Renewal of the Covenant is a Scripture Expedient for 
Reformation.  We seldom read of any solemn Reformation but it was 
accomplished in this way, as the Scripture doth abundantly declare and testify.  In 
prayer, and more especially on dayes of solemn Humiliation before the Lord, 
there is an Implicit Renewal of Covenant, and yet the very dictates of natural 
Conscience put men upon such dutyes, when they are apprehensive of a day of 
wrath, approaching.  If we may not Renew our Covenants with God, for fear lest 
men should not be true and faithful in doing what they promise, then we must not 
observe dayes of Fasting and Prayer; which none will say.51 
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As the act of covenant renewal required self-examination and penitence as 
necessary first steps in the renewal process, this act was fully compatible with the mood 
of the fast day.52  The desired outcome was to be new loyalty to the covenant promise, 
motivated by a reawakened conscience.  The Puritans knew that such resolve could only 
be mustered effectively out of honest confrontation with one’s sin and the seeking of 
forgiveness and renewed strength.53  In this sense, the renewal of covenant paralleled 
one’s earlier pilgrimage toward conversion and a first entrance into covenant partnership. 
This pathway, known by the individual in private experience, was also to be traveled by 
the congregation.54  When the members of Boston’s Second Church, served by Increase 
Mather as their pastor, renewed their covenant in 1680, they first spoke words confessing 
their “manifold breaches of the covenant,” petitioning for “pardoning mercy” and 
declaring their “inability to keep covenant with God” except through the help of “Christ’s 
indwelling Spirit.”55   
 The actual service of covenant renewal varied from church to church, as did the 
covenants themselves.  Often the covenants were freshly written for these occasions, 
“enlargements” of the original covenants upon which the churches were founded, that 
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brought them up to date in terms of current circumstances and needs.56  A report of the 
covenant renewal in 1705 at Taunton in the Massachusetts Bay colony noted the addition 
to an earlier covenant of these specifics: “To reform idleness, unnecessary frequenting 
houses of public entertainment, irreverent behavior in public worship, neglect of family 
prayer, promise breaking, and walking with slanderers and reproachers of others.”57  
Generally, the acts of covenant renewal came at the conclusion of an entire day devoted 
to worship.  Neighboring ministers were invited to participate in these occasions and 
would share with the local pastor in both the prayer and the preaching.58  
 The English Puritan Richard Alleine, in his work Vindiciae Pietatis: or, a 
Vindication of Godliness laid out the work of covenantal renewal, his argument bolstered 
by references to scripture: 
 
Upon your entering into Covenant with God, the Covenant of God stands firm to 
you, God gives you leave, every man, to put his own name into the Covenant; 
grant if it be not found there at last, it will be your own fault; if it be not there, 
there will be nothing found in the whole Covenant belonging unto you: If it be 
there, all is yours; if you have come into the bond of the Covenant, you shall have 
your share in the blessings of the Covenant, Jer. 30. 21, 22 Who is this that 
engaged his heart to approach to me. And ye shall be my people, and I will be 
your God. Engage to me, and I stand engaged to you; Deut. 26. 17, 18. Thou hast 
avouched the Lord this day to be thy God, to walk in his Ways, and to keep his 
Statutes, and his Commandments, and his Judgments, to hearken to his Voice.59 
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Alleine suggests this covenant with God is twofold: in profession and in reality; 
and in the entering of names and an engaging of hearts.  The entering of names is done in 
baptism, where all who are baptized receive the seal of the covenant.60  This seal of the 
covenant is also twofold: virtual, in that “those that have chosen the Lord, embarqued 
with Christ, resigned up, and given themselves to the Lord, are all engaged persons who 
have virtually Covenanted with him.”61 It is also formal, in the binding of oneself to God 
by a solemn vow or promise, either only inwardly in the soul, or by “words lifting up of 
the hand, subscribing the hand, or the like.”62  
 
 
Eighteenth-Century Congregationalists: Revival and Revolution 
 
Cotton Mather and Ratio Disciplinae Fratrum Nov-Anglorum 
By the beginning of the eighteenth century, a particular problem had arisen for 
Congregational clergy: they had to persuade their parishioners to attend public worship.  
No longer required by law and likewise affected by emerging religious indifference, 
attendance at Sabbath services entered into a time of decline.63  High among the 
arguments clergy made for worship attendance was the necessity of hearing the preached 
Word.  Not only temporal well-being, but eternal salvation itself, depended upon 
attentiveness and response to the message proclaimed.  Moreover, attendance at public 
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worship was one of the religious duties divinely imposed upon a Christian people, and 
this was especially true in New England.64  Although the character of worship in these 
years remained generally that of New England’s founders, some modifications were 
introduced.  Special added occasions for preaching were developed, and covenant 
renewal was encouraged. 
The value of worship needed to be promoted in order to increase attendance, and 
Cotton Mather, a Congregational minister and author, one of the most well-known of the 
New England Puritans, was particularly well-suited for this task.65  The son of Increase 
Mather and the grandson of John Cotton and Richard Mather, Cotton lived his entire life 
in Boston.  He was ordained in 1685 and served as pastor of Boston’s Second Church, the 
same parish that his father previously served.66  Particularly relevant for this study is his 
work Ratio disciplinae fratrum Nov-Anglorum: A faithful account of the discipline 
professed and practised; in the churches of New-England, and in particular the section on 
“Special Customs” where he discussed holy days.67 
 Mather began this section by affirming that both Luther and Calvin “desired no 
other festival days amongst Christians, but only the Lord’s Day.”68  Since Christ has 
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released his followers from stated festival days, “we must not obey anything that would 
oblige us to do so.”69  The desire of certain Protestant Reformers was also the desire and 
practice of the American churches, and to that end neither Easter nor Christmas were 
observed, nor were holy days imposed.  Mather maintained that the churches made a 
distinction between taking a time to do a sacred work, and the doing of a work to keep a 
sacred time:  “To esteem any good work the better for its being done on such or such a 
return of a time, which God has not in His Word set apart for it, is to make the time itself 
a part of the worship, and they judge it an unwarrantable thing, for men so to impose 
upon heaven, with their own inventions.”70  Mather went on to discuss “solemn 
humiliations and thanksgivings,” which were to be seen as moral duties by the churches.71  
At the beginning of the year, the governor of the Massachusetts colony “published a 
proclamation directing such a day, as he thinks fit, for solemn humiliations, with prayer 
and fasting, to obtain a blessing on the affairs of the year ensuing.”72 At the end of the 
year, the governor published another proclamation, “specifying a day for solemn 
thanksgivings, on the account of mercies received in the foregoing year.”73   
The ministers were to read these proclamations in their congregations on a 
Sunday ahead of the special day, “and often with agreeable speeches prepare their people 
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for the duties of them.”74  In these proclamations, a clause was inserted prohibiting all 
labor on the days appointed, “and the days are accordingly observed, with a strict 
application to the proper duties of them, yea; observed as Extraordinary Sabbaths.”75  
Mather contended that nowhere were these days observed in such a manner as they were 
in the churches of New England: “There are no such Ringing of Bells, and making of 
Bonfires, and other Frolicks, as there are on such Occasions in some of our European 
Churches. And may they be forever preserved from such Profanations!”76 
Mather saw these special days as an opportunity for conversion. Sometimes a 
particular church, and sometimes a number of associated churches, set apart whole days 
of prayer to pray for a successful ministry.  Hope was expressed that the spirit of grace 
would infuse a principle of piety into the hearts of the rising generation, which would 
cause them to be converted “unto serious Religion, and an Addition unto the Churches of 
them that shall be saved, have been observed among the Consequences of such an 
Action.”77 
 
 
The Great Awakening and Special Days for Revival 
Changes in both church and state in the last half of the eighteenth century altered 
the social landscape.  In the churches, revival occurred in the form of the Great 
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Awakening, which for a short time brought religious fervor to a peak of intensity, yet 
made permanent contributions to church life.78  In the state, revolution brought violent 
military conflict through the War of Independence, which threw off the yoke of British 
control and led to the creation of the American nation.  Both of these, while national 
movements, had Puritanism and Congregationalism among their origins: from 
Northampton, Massachusetts, where Jonathan Edwards sparked the Great Awakening in 
the 1740s, to Boston, where political resistance surged in the 1770s to rally the colonies 
to the cause of independence.  
The revivals of religion constituting the Great Awakening of the early 1740s had 
their roots in earlier times.  The historian Sydney Ahlstrom found Puritanism itself to be a 
revival movement: 
 
Far from being a legalistic system, dominated simply by moral stricture and 
behavioral regulation, the Puritan pattern emphasized the believer’s inner 
religious experience identified as the healing of sin and guilt by the gift of divine 
grace.  The basis for the life of godliness, in both its outward and inward 
manifestations, was the miraculous event of personal conversion, and the 
concerns of theology as well as the efforts of preaching were continuously shaped 
toward understanding and attaining that end.  The Calvinism of Puritanism was an 
evangelical Calvinism, capable of giving birth to revival.79  
 
The first stirring of the Great Awakening was in the Congregational church of 
Northampton, Massachusetts, under the ministry of Jonathan Edwards.  It began in 1734, 
after Edwards had expressed concern for some time over the town’s renewed religious 
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indifference and immoral behavior.  The young people in particular were inattentive to 
church and matters of faith.80  The change came about in part through Edward’s 
conscientious pastoral labors, as he counseled young people in their homes.  Much more, 
however, it came about through Edwards’ preaching, as he spoke fervently about sin, 
punishment, and the need for repentance and faith in the mercy of God.81  Soon people in 
Northampton were discussing their eternal destinies, and conversions began to occur.  
During the winter and spring of 1734-1735, this religious zeal spread rapidly, with an 
accompanying change in moral behavior.82  
The emotional excitement in Northampton remained at its height for about six 
months and then began to subside.  Meanwhile the revival spread to other parts of the 
Connecticut River Valley.  Visitors came to Northampton to view the revival, and 
Edwards was invited to neighboring communities to preach.83  He recorded the story of 
the revival in his work A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God, published in 
London in 1737 and in Boston in 1738, and this document quickly became a link to the 
much greater movement of revival that was soon to appear.84  It was read widely in both 
England and the colonies, providing both inspiration and a precise and detailed pattern to 
follow.  Among those who read the account was the evangelical Anglican itinerant 
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preacher George Whitfield, an associate of John Wesley and already a highly 
accomplished orator, who soon traveled to New England to further the work initiated 
there.85   
Whitefield’s first preaching tour in the northern colonies in 1740 lasted a mere 
forty-five days, but during that time he delivered more than one hundred seventy-five 
sermons in scores of churches to hundreds of listeners.86  His visit to Boston, which lasted 
ten days, was a particular triumph.  There he filled not only the meetinghouses but also 
preached to large crowds on the Boston Common.  Whitefield and Gilbert Tennant, 
another traveling evangelist, disturbed many of the New England clergy by speaking out 
about the dangers of an unconverted ministry.  While many clergy in New England had, 
by this time, begun to develop a more evangelical style of preaching, there were 
suspicions that Whitefield’s and Tennant’s critiques were an appeal to a kind of 
anticlericalism in order to evoke a popular response from their audience.87 
The Great Awakening connects to Congregational marking of time in that not 
only did these evangelical preachers address congregations on Sunday, they also held 
special services to promote piety and renew their commitment to the faith.  These 
services may have been more intense in nature than a traditional Sunday morning service, 
and thus was yet another way for Congregationalists to mark time.    
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Revolutionary Rhetoric and Marking Time 
Congregational worship in the eighteenth century was also significantly affected 
by the political struggle and rhetoric of the American Revolution.  This was particularly 
true of the occasional sermons preached on the many special days designated for worship 
when discussion of public issues assumed primary importance.88  As the conflict with 
England neared its breaking point, public issues became subjects for “regular” Sabbath 
sermons as well.  John Adams’ fervent appeal to “let the pulpits thunder against 
oppression” was well heeded by New England Congregational clergy.89  
In mid-eighteenth century New England, Congregationalists preached that revolt 
against those rulers who violated fundamental law was legitimate, with the idea of the 
covenant continuing to be the main conceptual framework.  Congregational clergy 
declared that God had upheld the liberty of the covenant people throughout the past 
generations, and would continue to do so as long as they actively kept the covenant. This 
covenant was modeled after the Old Testament covenant with Israel, and Old Testament 
texts provided the precedents for revolution.90  Such a connection was made by Rev. 
Charles Chauncy of Boston’s First Church, who preached a sermon on Psalm 22:4, “Our 
fathers trusted in thee; they trusted, and thou didst deliver them,” to hearten the 
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congregation as the royal governor of Massachusetts continued to oppress the colony.91  
Benjamin Trumbull, in North Haven, Connecticut, preached on Exodus 1:8, “Now there 
arose up a new king over Egypt, who knew not Joseph.”92  
As the Revolution became inevitable, the clergy not only gave it their blessing 
and supported it, but also became chaplains to the colonial soldiers, were invaluable in 
recruiting men to the local militia, maintained the morale of their congregations, served 
in the conflict, and returned their salaries to help their members.93  Besides serving as 
recruiters and later as chaplains to the colonial forces, New England’s ministers were 
active on the home front, putting party divisions behind and mobilizing public opinion for 
the coming campaign.  The people had to be convinced that their cause was just in the 
eyes of God and that victory was possible.94  To bolster military and civilian resolve, in 
1745 Governor Shirley of Massachusetts proclaimed a series of local fasts that would 
culminate on April 4, when all the churches would assemble at once, confess their sins, 
and pray for God to intercede for the colonists on the coming engagement.95   
Several types of special occasions called for this patriotic preaching.  First, there 
were the election days, when the annual election sermon was preached before colony 
leaders.  This was a time for addressing issues of responsible government and the cause 
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of liberty.96 There were also artillery election days, when local company officers were 
chosen, and other days for honoring or sending forth the militia.97 All these days were 
occasions for the preaching of patriotic sermons, and ministers were expected to speak 
out concerning the great political questions of the day.   
Sermons after the Boston Massacre in 1770 were outcries of sheer fury and for 
blood revenge. It was the minister’s responsibility to interpret the meaning of events.  
They interpreted the shootings in the conspiratorial context of a plot against American 
lives and liberties.  By so defining the shootings, ministers could use the event as a 
platform for moral outrage and as an opportunity to rehearse again the precarious history 
of liberty and the duty of resistance to tyranny.98  Jonathan Parsons, a minister in 
Newburyport, Massachusetts, preached the sermon “Freedom from Civil and 
Ecclesiastical Tyranny” in March of 1774, four years after the Boston Massacre, and 
dedicated the sermon to founding father John Hancock.  Parsons selected Paul’s 
admonition in Galatians 5:1 to “stand fast, therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ has 
made us free” to commemorate “the bloody massacre, the barbarous butchery at 
Boston.”99  Recalling “the awful catastrophe,” Parsons condemned the British in no 
uncertain terms. They were “sons of violence and blood” and were “worse than 
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butchering Soldiers!”100 Parsons hoped that the memory of that bloody evening would “be 
ever deeply engraven upon our hearts as it is this day!”   He anticpated that those 
memories of past atrocities would inspire future resistance, and that that resistance would 
promise to be both violent and God-inspired.101 He hoped that the “spirit of Christian 
benevolence would animate us to fill our streets with blood, rather than suffer others to 
rob us of our rights.”102 
Concerning the role of clergy in their theological interpretation of these events, 
Harry Stout wrote: 
 
As important as the ministers’ political activities were, they were secondary to 
the crucial role ministers played as prophets entrusted with proclaiming God’s 
will for his New World people.  Patriot and British leaders alike realized that on 
any given fast or special occasion over six hundred authoritative voices could be 
raised simultaneously in over five hundred towns and churches, all imploring 
God’s mercy and claiming the promises of a peculiar people.  To the objections of 
Anglicans and loyalists that ministers had no business preaching politics, 
Congregational ministers replied that no topic was independent of God’s Word 
and that political preaching had been part of their responsibilities since the first 
generation.103   
 
Even during the Revolutionary period, fast and thanksgiving sermons remained 
crucial.  These sermons proliferated in the 1770s and, like their predecessors in earlier 
generations, described adversity as a punishment for sin.104  England’s tyranny was evil to 
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be sure and would not go unpunished, but New England’s woes came at least partly in 
response to their failure to honor the terms of the covenant.105  Through the fast sermon, 
New England audiences learned that the true cause of their trials was God.  But they also 
learned that God was their ultimate savior because they were still a special people.  New 
England’s history taught the undeniable lesson that God always delivered the people 
when they trusted in God.   This lesson would need to be taken to heart as 
Congregationalism would have many changes with which to contend in the coming 
nineteenth century. 
 
Congregationalism in the Nineteenth Century 
 
The nineteenth century was a time of significant growth and important change for 
American Congregationalism. Congregationalism essentially brought its denominational 
structure of associations, conferences, and a national board into final form.  The 
expanding nation carried with it the necessity for development of regional and national 
agencies so that the churches could coordinate their work. In this process, it entered more 
thoroughly into the larger interdenominational stream of American church life.  The 
growth of non-Congregational churches in New England, such as Baptists, Methodists, 
Episcopalians, and Presbyterians, meant that eventually the Congregationalists became 
“disestablished.”  Disestablishment separated the Congregational Church from its 
prestige of being recognized as providing the official religious expression for community 
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life, as well as from their tax-favored status.  In 1833, Massachusetts became the last 
New England legislature to ratify disestablishment.106  With disestablishment came 
changes to long-established characteristics of Congregationalism, including their special 
days of fasting and thanksgiving. 
 
Decline of Fast and Thanksgiving Days 
 
The proposal to abolish fast days dated at least as far back as 1855.  The Salem 
Association of Congregational Ministers discussed the fact that Good Friday occurred the 
day after the fast that year and addressed a petition to the governor at the time, Governor 
William Russell.  This petition suggested the establishment of a new holiday and the 
leaving of the sacred purposes of the fast day “to be accompanied by the observance of 
Good Friday as a church religious fast day independent of all state control or 
authority.”107  In 1893, the governor recommended that the secular duties of the state be 
severed from the spiritual obligations of the churches by providing another legal holiday, 
for which April 19th was suggested, “leaving to voluntary action the recognition and 
reverent observance either of the religious fast of Good Friday or of such other day of 
fasting, humiliation, and prayer as the various churches and religious communities in the 
Commonwealth may at any time appoint for themselves.”108  While the measure did not 
                                                
106 Von Rohr, The Shaping of American Congregationalism, 250. 
 
107 Love, The Fast and Thanksgiving Days of New England, 452.   
 
108 Ibid., 453. 
 
  88 
pass, support for it began to increase, and in 1894 the bill “An Act to Abolish Fast Day 
and to make the Nineteenth Day of April a Legal Holiday” was passed.109  
The fast day essentially had two elements; it was both a day for religious worship 
and a civil holiday, and these were separated.  The churches had come to “prefer the 
crucifixion of Christ rather than the natural blessings of the season as the central idea of 
their humiliation,” and were left to construct a new fast day, “dependent wholly upon 
religious fervor for its sanctity.” 110  The state dealt with the civil holiday, and substituted 
April 19th as Patriots’ Day. 
Love argued that the observance of Good Friday was only one feature of a much 
larger subject, which was the return to the Christian year:  
 
Days which our Puritan fathers would not keep, and which, it must be conceded, 
they had some reason to disregard, have come to be adopted in all Christian 
denominations.  Christmas, Good Friday, Easter, and Whitsunday, which stand 
for the great facts of Christianity, have won a new favor by their merit, and have 
been restored to preeminence in the great catholic church.  Those evils which 
were once connected with them, and against which the Puritans of Queen 
Elizabeth’s time so vigorously protested, have been reformed; and even in those 
communions which have maintained their observance through the intervening 
centuries, these days are not what they once were. They furnish a basis for 
Christian unity, more practical than organisms or creeds; and elevate a unity of 
life above that of form.111 
 
In 1895, Williston Walker, a Congregationalist and American church historian, 
wrote about the Congregational understanding of holy days. Born in Maine and educated 
                                                
109 Love, The Fast and Thanksgiving Days of New England, 445. 
 
110 Ibid., 446. 
 
111 Ibid, 455. 
 
  89 
at Amherst College, Hartford Theological Seminary, and Leipzig, he began teaching at 
Hartford Seminary.  After teaching there for over ten years, he became the Titus Street 
Professor of Ecclesiastical History at Yale.  The Creeds and Platforms of 
Congregationalism (1893) is one of the works for which he is most known, along with A 
History of the Congregational Churches in the United States, published the following 
year. 
Walker explored changes in the Congregational understanding of holy days in an 
1895 article in the Hartford Seminary Register, stating it used to be a criticism of 
American life that there were few memorial days, due to the short length of American 
history compared with Europe.112 However, the truth of this criticism was passing away, 
Walker said, due to newer days of recollection such as Decoration Day, as well as a 
“newly awakened interest in the colonial and revolutionary beginnings of our national 
career, exhibited among other ways in our rapidly multiplying historical associations, and 
in organizations like the Society of Colonial Wars, the Colonial Dames, and the Sons and 
Daughters of the Revolution.”113  This “has directed an attention to the facts of early 
American history that is giving to many an American citizen an intelligent pride in his 
country’s past and a sympathetic acquaintance with the country’s past and a sympathetic 
acquaintance with the struggles by which that past has become the present.”114 
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In the same article, Walker acknowledged the need for Congregationalists to 
expand their understanding of worship, including the observance of the liturgical 
calendar: “Take, for instance, the reading of God’s word.  Suppose we should follow 
something like the course of the Christian year, and have its prominent points about 
which both Scriptural lessons and sermons should naturally cluster, might there not be a 
gracious preparation and expectation for them in the minds of the people, and might there 
not be a gain upon the too prevalent custom of reading the Scriptures at random?”115   
Here Walker was advocating for the adoption of the liturgical calendar as a means 
toward greater variety in scripture reading in worship—essentially for a schedule of 
readings, or a lectionary, so that scripture readings were not chosen at random.  He also 
suggested that the “prominent points,” which most likely meant Christmas and Easter, 
could be prepared for by the congregation—by using the lessons for Advent and Lent, 
most likely, though that was not specifically stated. 
With disestablishment now the order of the day, along with the decline of 
mandated fast and thanksgiving days, Congregationalists, while beginning to consider the 
merits of the liturgical year, were also searching for ways in which to affirm their history 
and maintain their status.  To that end, Forefathers’ Day became another way for 
Congregationalists to create their own sacred time. 
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Forefathers’ Day 
In 1769, even before the creation of the United States, the locals in Plymouth 
were promoting Forefathers’ Day to remember the Pilgrims, on December 22, the day 
they landed. At first, Forefathers’ Day attracted religious leaders as orators for the day. 
However, in 1802, it became a political event, when John Quincy Adams delivered a 
stirring address that celebrated the Pilgrims as “proto-democrats” whose Mayflower 
Compact had laid the basis for the great experiment in republican government to come.116 
His national reputation rose, and soon local politicians began to clamor to deliver the 
annual speech. 
The chance to speak in 1820, on the bicentennial of the landing, went to up-and-
coming New Hampshire politician Daniel Webster. He saw 1620 as the beginning of an 
entire civilization to come, and venerated all of it. He warmed to the subject as he 
remembered how miserable they must have been: “we feel the cold which benumbed, and 
listen to the winds which pierced them.”117 He admired their respect for property and law, 
but he also went to some lengths to praise their “comparative equality in regard to 
wealth.”118 More importantly, he reminded those in attendance, and all of those who 
would eventually read his remarks, that it was the Pilgrims’ faith in God that brought 
them to these shores: “Let us not forget the religious character of our origin. Our fathers 
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were brought hither by their high veneration for the Christian religion. They journeyed by 
its light, and labored in its hope. They sought to incorporate its principles with the 
elements of their society, and to diffuse its influence through all their institutions, civil, 
political or literary.” 119 
With President Lincoln’s proclamation of Thanksgiving Day as a national holiday 
in 1863, the Pilgrim story now belonged to the whole country instead of just to 
Congregationalists.  The observance of Forefathers’ Day became a way for 
Congregationalists to claim their heritage separately from the celebration of 
Thanksgiving; a way to make sacred a holiday that had been secular.  In order to maintain 
their status in the ever-changing religious marketplace, the Congregational Church had to 
develop a national denominational consciousness.  This took some years, with some gaps 
and false starts; but by the end of the nineteenth century the Congregationalists had 
created a national structure, much of which is still in place in the United Church of 
Christ. 
 
Beginnings of the National Council 
The first meeting of representatives of American Congregationalists as a whole 
took place in Albany, New York, in 1852.  It was the first such meeting since the 
Cambridge Synod of 1648.  This meeting mostly concerned the relationship between 
Congregational churches in the eastern part of the United States and the new 
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Congregational churches in the western part.120  The delegates realized that they would 
need to meet more often to maintain a closer connection.  Therefore, a second national 
gathering was held in 1865 at the Old South Meetinghouse in Boston. This meeting, 
called the National Council of Congregational Churches, took up issues of polity and 
faith.121  Before the meeting in Boston began, a preliminary conference was appointed to 
bring before the Council statements toward producing a Congregational polity, beyond 
what had been settled in 1648 in Cambridge.  These statements were presented at the 
1865 meeting and were approved by the delegates.  Chapter 2 of this statement was 
concerned with “God’s Instituted Worship in the Church.”122  This section stated some of 
the current Congregational thinking about worship, which informed the future liturgical 
resources that came from the National Council: “The worship of God in his spiritual 
temple, the church, includes prayer, the singing of psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, 
the ministry of the word, the sacraments, and the contribution of gifts and offerings for 
the service of Christ.”123 The statement went on to discuss in great detail the above 
characteristics of worship; prayer, singing, the word, the sacraments, and gift and 
offerings.  The section on prayer in particular illustrated the Congregational desire for 
flexibility of form; prayers “should be offered not in any prescribed and inflexible form, 
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but freely, according to the vicissitudes of need and trial, and of joy or sorrow; and in the 
matter and manner they should be conformed to such models as the Scriptures give.”124 
The 1865 Council also reviewed a report submitted by the Parochial 
Evangelization committee, which consisted of two members, Rev. Daniel P. Noyes and 
Rev. Henry Martyn Dexter.   Noyes, from Massachusetts, was originally pastor of a 
Presbyterian church in Brooklyn.  He resigned from there to take a position with the 
Home Missionary Society in New York.  He then moved to Boston to become Secretary 
of the Home Evangelization Society of Massachusetts, and later the minister at the 
Congregational Church in Wilmington, Massachusetts.125  Henry Martyn Dexter, 
originally from Massachusetts, pastored the Berkeley Street Congregational Church in 
Boston, but was better known as the editor of The Congregationalist from 1851-1866.  
He was an authority on the history of Congregationalism and was lecturer on that subject 
at the Andover Theological Seminary.126 
The report contained a section on worship, although it is not entirely clear why 
this particular committee would write about worship.  This would not be the first time 
that the Congregational Church, both the national bodies and local churches, paired 
evangelism and worship, including the liturgical year.  The report outlined a program for 
the local church to meet the needs of the parish,  A first principle that each church was 
responsible for the evangelization of its own community and that the responsibility for 
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this program rested with the pastor of the church as the authorized leader.127  The reports 
stated that the “first great duty of the church is worship” and the second principle was 
“the edification of its members in Divine Love.”128 
The instructions for worship in gaining religious understanding included the use 
of music, scripture reading, and prayer.  Noyes and Dexter claimed that the place of 
worship in evangelism was to bring all souls into communion with God, “and the Church 
maintains these public acts of communion, in part, from the hope that the spirit of 
devotion may spread, like leaven, from soul to soul, till all be leavened.  But, that the 
leaven may spread, it must be real, and real at the time which is its opportunity.”129 This 
statement linked worship and evangelism in a way that will be seen in future resources 
that came from the National Council and from Congregational clergy: worship was as a 
means toward evangelism.  
At this same meeting in 1865, a resolution was submitted by the National 
Council’s Business Committee, which read: “Resolved, that a committee be appointed to 
report an order of public Sabbath services in our churches, that will relieve us from the 
present confusing diversity by some appropriate order of service that will secure, in the 
denomination, general harmony.”130 This resolution was tabled. While no reason was 
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given, it is likely that the National Council was not willing to go that further step to 
assure harmony at the cost of diversity.  
A few days later, the Business Committee tried again with another resolution 
concerning worship.  This resolution stated, in part, “That a committee be appointed to 
report to this Council a brief paper on the subject of worship, not an order of worship, but 
worship both in public and private.”131  The Rev. A. P. Marvin of Massachusetts, in 
putting forth the resolution, was very clear that “this does not propose the adoption of an 
order of worship, but simply worship.”  
 
It is quite true that the dividing line between our denomination and some other 
bodies of Christians is not liturgical.  Congregationalists might have a prescribed 
order of service, with written forms of prayer, without infringing any of their 
peculiar principles; but that subject is not now before us; and we desire to say, so 
distinctly as not to be misunderstood, that we do not wish to raise any agitation in 
regard to it within this body.  Our mode of worship is well established, and is 
satisfactory to the great mass of our fellow-worshipers.132   
 
This modified resolution was approved. It is unclear why there were so many 
worship-related reports at this 1865 meeting.  As this was the first meeting to address 
issues of polity and governance in over two hundred years, it may be that the 
Congregationalists were trying to come up with firm statements to provide some stability, 
especially in the aftermath of the Civil War.  However, examination of minutes from the 
next several meetings indicates that there was no follow-up on these worship reports.  In 
fact, worship was not mentioned again until the 1886 National Council meeting in 
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Chicago.  The minutes at the meetings in between 1865 and 1886 indicate that issues of 
the structure of the National Council itself and its relationship to both the churches and to 
the Congregational Church’s missionary organizations took up most of the delegates’ 
time. 
 
Changes in Congregational Worship 
The Massachusetts General Association of Congregational Churches, in their 
1885 annual report, reported the results of a recent survey concerning worship practices 
in their local congregations.  Around two hundred congregations reported some 
modification of “the ancient order of worship.”133  One hundred fifty-seven churches 
opened the morning worship with a doxology, one hundred thirty-eight churches used 
responsive readings, and about one hundred churches used some combination of the 
Gloria Patri, the Lord’s Prayer and Apostles’ Creed.  The aforementioned Daniel Noyes, 
who authored the report, concluded that these changes in worship indicated that 
Congregational churches no longer needed to fear the past: “These modifications, taken 
together, are important and significant. They mark the fact, that with Puritan churches, 
the season of the reaction is ended. The churches no longer tremble at dreadful 
associations with a past which must remain forever hideous with its frightful abuses: but 
they now feel themselves at liberty to appropriate whatsoever is best…Certainly they 
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know themselves to be free to worship God in any manner that conscience may 
dictate.”134 
Noyes then proceeded to offer some considerations for both the General 
Association and the churches.  First, that there should be a universal agreement toward a 
“proper attitude in public prayer, in place of the irreverent diversity that has for years 
been all too frequent.”135  He said that “our fathers followed the ancient Hebrew usage, 
where congregations stood during the prayers of the temple and the synagogue. Elderly 
men can still remember the fusillade of the pew seats when the people sat down.”136  But 
this practice had long ceased. He maintained that “a reverent attitude is indispensable to 
any seemly and unanimous public prayer. We are encouraged in the hope that, 
henceforward, more and more our assemblies are to pray with bowed heads.” He hoped 
this important matter would not be forgotten by building committees and church 
architects.137 
Second, Noyes desired that in singing and in responsive readings, congregations 
take a more active part when they do so standing.  “Then they not only sing and read 
more easily, but give effect to their consent in song and in the united response. They act 
as a unit.”138  Thirdly, ministers needed to give more attention to their own spiritual 
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preparation and to every detail of public worship.  He suggested that theological 
seminaries have a “plain and imperative duty in this matter, wherein, we doubt not, they 
will be glad to serve the churches.”139  
Noyes concluded with a discussion of the future of the Congregational Churches, 
saying that in some particulars (not named) “the body of churches called Congregational 
is greatly surpassed by several others; by the Greek, the Roman, and even the Anglican, 
by the Methodist, the Presbyterian, and the Lutheran.”140  Nevertheless, he believed that 
Congregational churches are “a great power in the world, and they face a great future.”141 
This positivism stemmed mainly from the fact that Congregationalism was a return to the 
simple, vital essence of Christianity: “In its doctrine, orthodox but not dead; in its 
worship, free, flexible, and now in the act of taking on a new variety and seemliness; in 
its polity, which is the perfect law of liberty; in its principles of communion and co-
operation, and its changefulness ever conservative and ever bold, it is nobly apostolic.”142  
Noyes ended by reminding the churches and ministers:  
 
Refusing that straightness of prescribed form which always has proved itself a 
form of death, it is going to afford all the variety of modes and forms of worship 
which can be made vital, and which the needs of differing classes of men shall 
require. There are uses for which a perfectly extemporaneous worship will ever be 
best. These uses will continue to be met. For other uses, a certain proportion of 
forms, prepared but not imposed, are helpful to the best result.143 
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This survey and the conclusions drawn from it indicated a shift that took place in 
Congregationalism regarding worship practices.  Some local Congregational churches 
were beginning to move away from their Puritan roots in terms of what they included in 
their Sunday worship services.  They felt free to appropriate aspects of worship from 
other traditions that were not in conflict with their Congregational identity.  What was 
happening in Massachusetts was about to be played out in the Congregational church on a 
national level, assisted in part by the changes in Congregational church architecture 
taking place in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as will be discussed in the 
following chapter.
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Chapter Three 
 
Architecture and Art as Related to Congregational Time 
Chapters Three and Four of this dissertation investigate several factors that 
contributed to the Congregationalists’ observance of the larger liturgical calendar.  This 
chapter is an examination of growing Congregational interest in church architecture and 
art, and the theological and liturgical significance of both, particularly in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth century.  The implications of art and architecture for worship (and by 
extension the liturgical year) was the focus of several Congregational writers, among 
them Von Ogden Vogt, Willard Sperry, Richard Ritter, John Scotford, and Oliver 
Daggett.   
The observance of the liturgical year within Congregationalism grew in part due 
to the changes in church architecture that took many churches from the Puritan 
meetinghouse to larger, more elaborate structures with divided chancels and space for 
organ and choir.  As worship space generally affects the kind of worship that takes place, 
the Congregational churches that moved to a more elaborate and structured worship 
setting appeared to take on a more structured and formal style of worship, which included 
observance of the greater liturgical calendar.   
 
From Puritan Meetinghouses to Congregational Churches 
 The Puritan term “meetinghouse” was first used by John Winthrop, one of the 
founders of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, in reference to a building designed for 
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worship that had been constructed in 1631 in Dorchester, Massachusetts.1  The term was 
appropriate for two reasons.  First, for the Puritans, a “church” meant a community of 
Christians, the Body of Christ, and never a building, as it had for the Church of England 
from whom they dissented.2  The meetinghouse was the place where they met God.  
Second, in addition to its theological significance, the meetinghouse functioned as a 
political center in which town meetings took place.  In the earliest days, the meetinghouse 
also served as a military bastion where gunpowder was stored and from which the 
sentries could see an approaching enemy from their turret on the roof.3   
It is difficult to determine the precise origins of the New England Puritan 
meetinghouse for two reasons.  One is that the records of so many of them have 
disappeared, and there is only one very early example of such a meetinghouse, 
considerably restored, still remaining in New England: the “Old Ship Meeting House” in 
Hingham, Massachusetts, built in 1681.4  A second reason, according to Horton Davies,  
is that “we do not know which of the possible Protestant sanctuaries in Europe may have 
influenced the Puritans in New England, or whether they were simply domestic buildings 
writ large, designed deliberately to be distinctly different from structures typically used in 
Church of England parishes.”5  The Puritans in England asserted their adherence to 
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Reformed teachings about Christian understandings of time and space. One example was 
the Puritan objection to the Church of England’s Anglican burial ritual because the rubric 
directed the priest to meet the corpse at the threshold of the church building: “Why then 
at the Churche stile, rather than in anye other place?”6  
The New England Puritans enjoyed the advantage of building completely new 
places of worship. They did not face the problem of English and Continental Reformers 
who had to adapt existing churches as best they could to the demands of a new theology. 
John Calvin, for example, felt inhibited from preaching within the cathedral in Geneva 
until a providential lightning bolt destroyed the large cross on top.7  
The Puritans were able from the very beginning to adopt what Anthony Garvan 
termed the “Protestant Plain Style” of architecture.8  The Puritans built their 
meetinghouses square or rectangular, never cruciform. They omitted statues, stained glass 
windows and virtually every other form of adornment unless one counts the wolves’ 
heads nailed to the exterior walls as the bounty laws required.9  The Puritans ensured that 
the interior of the meetinghouse would have no central sacred space such as the altar 
occupied in traditional Anglican churches. Many of the early meetinghouses did not even 
have a permanent communion table. The Lord’s Supper often was celebrated on a drop-
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leaf table on the back of the deacons’ seat. When not in use, the table was folded back 
into place.10 Even when it was in use, the table was not easily visible because it was not 
raised above floor level and because many of the congregation sat in high-walled box 
pews.11 Furthermore, in many churches the communicants consumed the bread and wine 
in their pews, not at the table.12  
At first, seating in New England meetinghouses was on bare benches, with the 
men placed on one side of a central aisle and the women on the other.13  Eventually 
individual built for their own personal use enclosed boxes large enough to include several 
worshipers.14  Their locations, often around the perimeter of the room, were also assigned 
by the seating committee, and in these instances wealth and size of subscription to the 
cost of the meetinghouse were the sole factors under consideration.15   
Throughout the first century and a half of its history, New England 
Congregationalism incorporated the class-consciousness of colonial society into its 
houses of worship.16  Seating for Sabbath services and other occasions of worship was 
assigned according to criteria heavily weighted toward prestige and social rank.  The 
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most prestigious seats were those nearest the pulpit.  The further away from the pulpit, 
the lower in rank or “dignity” the seat was. Those least prestigious of all, those in the 
lowest rank, were those in the far-flung reaches of the gallery. Monetary worth and age 
were primary considerations for obtaining the most desirable seating locations, but 
political and social prominence were influential factors as well. When a new 
meetinghouse was completed in Northampton, Massachusetts, in 1737, it was voted that 
the order of priority in qualifications for seating was wealth, age, and persons’ 
“usefulness but in less degree.”17  
The responsibility for assigned seating was put into the hands of a seating 
committee, often composed of the selectmen of the town and the elders and deacons of 
the congregation.  Because assigning seating was a highly sensitive task and members of 
the committee could be tempted to show favoritism to one another, a second committee 
was generally appointed to seat the seating committee.18  
 This procedure for seating in worship was passively accepted in most places until 
the middle of the eighteenth century.  Disapproval was more often against the specific 
assignments made by the committee than against the system itself.  To deal with such 
complaints some towns sought to mollify the discontent by designating certain inferior 
locations as equal in dignity to those that were more desirable, an act known as 
“dignifying the seats.”19  However, the new sense of democratization in society, prompted 
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both by the Great Awakening and by the political struggle for liberty, led, in time, to 
disenchantment with the entire system.20  In the town of Acton, Massachusetts, in 1757, 
those who disapproved of the system proposed that the favored seats closest to the pulpit 
be assigned to the town’s leading sinners, for they needed most to hear the minister’s 
words.21  Later that suggestion was withdrawn on the grounds that it would make the 
work of the seating committee even more difficult if it had to name those who would be 
so identified.22  A final rejection of the class-conscious system was achieved, but only 
gradually.  In Massachusetts the towns of Needham and Amherst abolished it in 1771, 
Manchester in about 1780, Stow in 1790, Weston in 1791, Framingham in 1794, Newton 
in 1800; however, remnants of the system were still operating in places well into the 
nineteenth century.23 
The eighteenth-century meetinghouses were much larger in order to accommodate 
the growing population brought about by the First Great Awakening.  The entire service 
was led from the pulpit except during the sacraments.24  Preaching was the most 
important part of the service.  This importance was reflected in the size of the pulpits, 
some of them being as much as twelve feet high.25  Since everything else in the building 
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was subordinate to the pulpit, it formed the dominant architectural focus.26 There was 
often a sounding board above the pulpit suspended from the ceiling or projected from the 
wall.27  
One of the most common characteristics of Puritan meetinghouses was the 
presence of galleries.  Their purpose was to bring the congregation as close as possible to 
the pulpit.  A common form of the gallery was the so-called horseshoe gallery, reaching 
around the sides that did not contain the pulpit. In a few cases there were two tiers of 
galleries.  Though the galleries might have either slip pews or box pews, the floor of the 
church was almost certain to have box pews.28 
 The aesthetic of Puritan architecture seemed theologically controlled.  Austin 
claims: “Chief among Puritan considerations was the insistence on biblical obedience, 
making the pulpit the throne of God’s Word. Here the message of God was expounded on 
the Lord’s Day to the Lord’s elect and covenanted people.  The central position of the 
pulpit and Bible demonstrated that the people of God are created by listening to the 
revelation of God confirmed in their hearts by the Holy Spirit.”29   
 The Puritans laid great stress on being people of the covenant of grace, ratified by 
the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ, and confirmed by the 
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fulfillment of God’s promise to send the Holy Spirit to God’s chosen people.  The 
sacraments were the signs of this covenant relationship, which was extended to the 
children of the faithful at baptism and renewed for adults at every Lord’s Supper.  God’s 
family needed a house like any other, except one that was larger.  The meetinghouse was 
not understood to be or meant to be God’s dwelling place.  
Alice Morse Earle, in her work The Sabbath in Puritan New England, posits that 
“although there is some merit in characterizing the New England meetinghouse as 
inspired by ‘an architecture of negation,’ we should remember that the denials of the 
Puritans often affirmed a positive faith.”30  When a group of ministers met at Harvard 
College in 1699 to proclaim that “[t]here is now no place which renders the worship of 
God more acceptable for its being there performed,” they meant to sum up Reformed 
opinion: “There had been a time when God required His people to worship in a temple at 
Jerusalem, but the new covenant abolished the old and rendered all places equally 
holy.”31 
The eighteenth century would see the gradual development of increasing elegance 
and even opulence until, at its end, the meetinghouse evolved into a more classically 
styled church building marked by towers and spires at the narrow end, with the pulpit on 
the opposite narrow end.  Several factors accounted for the change.  One among them 
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was the loss of confidence in the Calvinistic theology that reinforced the covenant 
conception of the church, as a growing rationalism weakened orthodox piety.32 
Denominational pluralism, with the arrival of Episcopalians, Baptists, and 
Presbyterians, undercut the establishment of Puritan theology and practice.33  The growth 
of the population meant that New England was no longer the gateway to a wilderness.  
The wealthy members of the congregations demanded dignity, comfort, and elegance in 
their ecclesiastical edifices in the larger towns.34  Another important factor helping to 
explain the transition from meetinghouse to Congregational church building is that the 
development coincided with the official separation of church and state in New England.  
Congregationalists could build recognizable churchly structures rather than those 
dedicated to both church and wider community.35  There was no longer any sense of the 
“gathered church” whose members had covenanted to live as interdependent communities 
of “visible saints.”  Therefore, the old domesticated simplicity and unornamented 
austerity and functionalism disappeared completely by 1800.36  
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Changes in Worship and Architecture in the Nineteenth Century 
 The liturgical historian James F. White observes that major changes took place 
within Reformed communities in the decades after the 1830s, and that these were 
motivated in particular by several factors, including revivalism and the Sunday School 
movement.  These shifts impacted the configuration of Congregational worship space as 
well.37  
 Revivalism brought modification to the worship of many Protestant traditions.38  
New methods developed for bringing Christianity to a largely un-churched population. 
White argued that these methods originated in the “Frontier tradition” which he defined 
as extending in both time and space: “The frontier extends in time for a century after the 
Revolution and in space from the Appalachians to the West Coast.  Kentucky, Tennessee, 
and western New York were the key areas in shaping the Frontier tradition in worship.”39  
White saw this “Frontier tradition” functioning as the “liturgical black hole that drew the 
other Protestant worship traditions [e.g., Lutheran, Anabaptist, Anglican, and Quaker] out 
of their accustomed orbits.”40   
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 This shift was a pragmatic one as leaders designed worship primarily to 
evangelize people, not glorify God. Ministers became sensitive to seeing what produced 
the best results and were eager to replicate these measures. This approach took a step 
forward by the mid-nineteenth century through the preaching and teaching of 
Congregationalist Charles Grandison Finney, whose ministry standardized the 
perspective and instilled it as a widespread way of approaching worship generally. The 
pragmatic perspective tended to create a threefold order of worship consisting of 
preliminaries, sermon, and invitation and response.41  
The role that music played in worship grew enormously. Of the various worship 
elements, the performance of music vied most seriously with the sermon for the honor of 
centerpiece of the service.42  Two competing forms of music arose: congregational hymn 
singing and the “professional” performance of music by trained musicians. 
Congregational hymn singing conveyed a congregation’s response to the sermon 
and to the spiritual moment, providing means for expressing emotion and publicly 
articulating faith.  Many upwardly mobile congregations, however, acquired a growing 
taste for complex European art-music performed by professional musicians.  Well-
performed music could attract precisely the persons that middle-class congregations 
needed for social and financial support.43  Churches that had opposed the very idea of 
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choirs now found themselves with quartets, octets, and full-blown choirs.  These 
congregations wanted to participate in their worship, but they also wanted to take 
advantage of the latest advantages of modern culture.44  As a result, Sunday services 
changed to integrate performances by three groups: ministers, professional musicians, 
and congregations.45  Hired music did not replace congregational hymn singing; rather, it 
was simply added to services.46  Sermons, once sixty to ninety minutes, dropped to thirty 
or forty-five, allowing time for responsive readings and congregational singing.47 New 
worship spaces were needed in order to accommodate these changes. 
The historian Jeanne Kilde observes that revivalism does not usually inspire 
architecture:  
 
Revivals are spontaneous and transitory, while architecture is deliberate and 
permanent. However, the revivalism of the Second Great Awakening influenced 
religious space and building precisely because it so profoundly altered religious 
creeds and the relationship between preacher and audience.  Consequently, the 
revival preacher, unlike orthodox ministers whose role was to educate the faithful 
on theological points, served, along with the revival audience itself, as prosecutor, 
confessor, and forgiver, guiding the convert through each step.  Revivalism 
required and fostered an extraordinary intimacy among all of its participants.48   
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However, these spaces, with their elevated pulpits and cell-like box pews, kept 
preacher and audience widely separated.49  Traveling across the country, revival 
preachers did not stop long enough to construct buildings; instead, they made do with 
whatever space they could find available.  Revivalists often moved into existing theatre 
space, claiming secular space for religious purpose.50  There were advantages to this: 
often there was a large meeting room, good sightlines and acoustics, strong visual focus, 
more physical freedom for preachers, and greater intimacy between preacher and 
audience.51  This setting helped advance the practices of revival worship, the religious 
agenda of individual moral responsibility, and the charismatic power of preachers.52  As 
James F. White argued: “Worship tended to become a means to an end, the making of 
converts and the nourishment of those already converted.  With such a purpose in mind, it 
became possible to shape worship to a practical and purposeful end, i.e., it worked.”53   
Another factor that caused material changes in Reformed church architecture was 
the advent of the Sunday School.  The founding of the American Sunday-School Union 
in 1824 marked an important step in what was rapidly becoming a major part of parish 
church life.  In time, denominations set up boards and agencies to promote Sunday 
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Schools in every congregation.54  The whole process evolved, in many ways paralleling 
developments in public education. Separate classrooms for each grade level were 
established, often with boys and girls separated.55  The opening exercises that usually 
preceded classroom time necessitated a large assembly room. The Sunday School became 
an important pedagogical tool, an integral part of evangelism.  By the late nineteenth 
century, Sunday School superintendents and pastors claimed that eighty percent of new 
church members had come via the Sunday School route.56 
The Akron Plan sanctuary, first used in 1872 in a Methodist Episcopal church in 
Ohio, brought together space for both education and worship.  In its most common form, 
the Akron Plan included a platform wedged into one corner of the building, with the floor 
of the sanctuary sloping down towards it.57 On this platform stood the pulpit, and the 
chairs for leaders; behind it rose the choir and organ pipes. The pipe organ was the most 
prominent element on the stage, positioned against the front wall of the church, above 
and behind both pulpit and choir loft, with a huge bank of organ pipes soaring to the 
ceiling.58  On occasions of high attendance, the partitions were opened and worshipers 
could sit in the Sunday School rooms adjacent to the worship space.59  
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 Multiple small classrooms also arose around the perimeter of the assembly 
space.60  Many churches in New England accommodated the need for instructional space 
by simply jacking up the church building and constructing another story underneath it.  
Still another common solution was that of building an additional floor at the balcony 
level.61  Solutions like these compromised the worship space but enhanced the use of the 
building as an instructional center.62  This development shows the oscillation of views 
concerning the purpose of the congregation’s building.  In the seventeenth century, 
meetinghouses were created to be multipurpose buildings used by the community.  In the 
eighteenth century, as congregations and their surrounding communities grew larger, 
meetinghouses had become for the most part purely places of worship, mostly due to the 
effects of the First Great Awakening.  In the nineteenth century, the Second Great 
Awakening had the collateral effect of once again changing the role of the meetinghouse 
from a place of worship to a multipurpose building.  
 
Changes in Worship Goals Affect Architecture 
By the mid 1800s, however, the revivalism of the Second Great Awakening was 
beginning to wane, and it began to be pointed out that on any given Sunday the majority 
of those gathered at church were already converted Christians.   Clergy began to scramble 
for new strategies.  What remained from the revival era, however, was a concern for 
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“results,” for goal-oriented services.  At mid-century, worship goals were two-fold, 
encompassing “adoration and praise” and “edification of members in divine love.”63  The 
evangelizing goal had evolved, and ministers’ new task was to use gospel preaching, 
music, and prayer to elevate, improve, and refine, not save, the Christians gathered on 
Sunday morning.64  
 These worship practices illustrate a theological shift from salvation to 
improvement, as shown in the writings of Henry Ward Beecher.  Responding to Darwin’s 
tracing human origin back to its pre-human sources, Beecher and other Christian 
interpreters preferred to emphasize the direction of ascent, with evolution representing 
the upward course of ongoing life.  By this means of development, the lower leads 
steadily into the higher and moves onward toward the highest.65  Beecher declared that 
the human person “is made to start and not to stop; to go on and on, and up, and onward, 
steadily emerging from the controlling power of the physical and animal condition in 
which he was born…ever touching higher elements of possibility, and ending in the 
glorious liberty of the sons of God.”66  With this shift in from salvation to improvement, 
there is a corresponding decline in the theology of predestination.  If humanity is no 
longer pre-ordained to a particular life, then there is room for the possibility of evolution 
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and improvement and striving upwards.67 
As the revivalism of the Second Great Awakening faded, the auditorium style of 
churches began to come out of favor.  The domestic character of these churches came 
under particular fire.68 Related to this shift was the disappearing boundary between the 
private sphere and the public sphere.  Education, service, consumerism, and recreation 
frequently took family members, particularly women and children, outside the home.  
The need for churches to negotiate between these two spheres slowly vanished.69 
Municipal orchestra halls, libraries, and even public restaurants took the place of 
churches as locations for respectable or highbrow entertainment.70  As cities erected 
municipal armories and police stations, church buildings lost much of their relevance as 
symbols of social authority and moral order.71 
As new religious ideas and missions developed, the neo-medieval auditorium 
church was replaced by a new ecclesiasticism in the form of the Late Gothic Revival.72  
This return to “accurate” Gothic that swept the nation just after the turn of the twentieth 
century ultimately eclipsed the auditorium churches of the previous generation.73  
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Architects and designers once again championed the aesthetic preeminence of 
historicized facades and the functional superiority of clergy-oriented plans.74  As early as 
1892, the Congregationalist journal Church Building Quarterly published an article on 
the new Winter Hill Church in Somerville, Massachusetts.  Describing the building’s 
oblong, “preaching box” sanctuary, the article called it “a room for worship.  It is a 
sanctuary and nothing else. No perversity of fancy could construe it as a lecture room or 
concert hall.  In the arrangement of the pews there is suggestion surely of a church – not 
the faintest of a theatre.”75 
As historian David Bains has pointed out, proponents of the Gothic revival found 
the churches of the late nineteenth century “too comfortable and too feminine.”76 The 
Congregational writer Von Ogden Vogt opposed the “family-at-home feeling” of the 
auditorium churches, asserting that the proper aesthetic was “stern and 
rigorous…restrained and austere.”77 Although, he argued, a church should have a feeling 
of “peace and repose,” it could not come from “the mere physical peace of 
comfortableness.”78  “Sensuousness,” he warned, “can derive as readily from the richly 
sweeping gallery and warmly tinted stained glass as it can from the presence of ‘effigies 
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or shrines. A church cannot be like a theatre or a drawing room, it must ever call for the 
mortification of the flesh and the regnancy of the conscience.”79   
Vogt aimed his greatest displeasure at the diagonal-plan auditorium with the 
adjacent Sunday School room: “No invention was ever more frightful.  No artist would 
dream of focusing attention to the corner of a square room.  Sitting askew of the cardinal 
points puts a slant into your very morals.  And the circular pews make one feel as though 
he were in a clinical laboratory.  The prominence of organ pipes on one side and the 
dreary, barren waste of folding doors on the other constitute a composition in disharmony 
and impropriety almost positively demoralizing.”80  In Vogt’s view, practical desires had 
overshadowed proper expression.  The auditorium arrangement, he concluded, could not 
“remotely be connected with the world of fine arts.”81 John R. Scotford, Congregational 
writer and editor of the journal Advance, similarly criticized the auditorium sanctuary 
several decades after Vogt:  
 
Many churches built between 1890 and 1920 are wide and shallow with the pews 
curving in a great circle.  Whether so intended or not, the result is to make it easy 
for every worshiper to see every other worshiper.  The individual achieves the 
maximum prominence.  As a result, most people take the back seats, while anyone 
who is beguiled into one of the front center pews is made exceedingly 
uncomfortable by the many eyes which are focused upon him.  He dare not 
sneeze, cough or even move.  Although he may not detect the reason, he knows 
that he has had a disagreeable experience, and is discouraged from repeating it.82 
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Scotford observed that not only choir members became self-conscious under the 
scrutiny of the congregation’s gaze, but the minister also occupied an awkward position 
that indicated the wrong type of authority: “Often he sits on a rocky promontory jutting 
out into the congregation like a king on his throne or a school teacher at his desk.  He is a 
presiding officer rather than a leader of worship.  He is too omnipresent.”83  For Scotford, 
the solution was to “relegate” the choir and minister “to positions of comparative 
inconspicuousness.”84  Emphasis during services in the new church building was to be on 
worship, on higher thoughts of the sacred, and consequently, lofty spaces in which 
symbolic stained glass rather than other people’s faces drew the attention gained favor.85 
 
 
Oliver Daggett and Congregational Church Architecture 
 
 Of the evangelical writings on architecture during this period, an 1848 article in 
the New Englander by the Congregational minister Oliver E. Daggett particularly stands 
out because it went beyond a general discussion of style and comprehensively addressed 
more practical matters related to evangelical church design.86  Like many of the other 
commentators, Daggett wanted to “encourage and strengthen the alliance between true 
religion and refined taste,” and he urged Congregationalists to adopt finer architecture, 
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religious art, and “religious sentiment.”87  However, he also argued very candidly that this 
had to be done “on the score of sectarian emulation” and that failure to make 
improvements could have adverse consequences.88  He warned:  
 
Those denominations and those particular societies that are too niggardly or 
sluggish or prejudiced to make their houses of worship more agreeable or 
convenient, and will not keep pace with the public mind in this direction, but 
persist in defying or disregarding the laws of taste, will suffer as they ought to 
suffer by comparison with others.  They will fail to gain adherents, they will lose 
some they now have, among those whom they would most wish to secure, the 
youthful part of the community, who inevitably prefer for their innocent 
satisfaction, if not for their religious edification also, those sanctuaries where they 
find not only the essentials but the natural aids and embellishments of devotion.89  
 
Daggett’s advocacy for better architecture was driven by his great concern over 
Congregational membership losses in the East to the Protestant Episcopal and Unitarian 
denominations because of what he believed was the quality and attractiveness of their 
church buildings.90  This connection between architecture and membership levels was a 
concept that was also slowly gaining currency in the context of frontier missionary work 
and eventually became a central principle of organized church extension.  In fact, issues 
of church growth were not far from Daggett’s mind, and he was very cognizant that 
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attractive churches, whether in the East or the West, maintained as well as attracted 
members and could be used to spur denominational growth.91   
 Daggett saw an urgent need for architectural reform within Congregationalism 
and called for standards and strictures to foster denomination-wide improvement.  This 
was clearly influenced by his perception of the effectiveness and certitude of Protestant 
Episcopal church-building practice and the increasing body of literature related to it.  The 
merits of employing one particular style over another, however, did not concern him.92  
Daggett did not endorse Gothic as the most appropriate and exclusive one for the 
churches, but did concede that it was “congenial with the spirit of Christian worship,” for 
“the style of the building ought to be adapted to its site and circumstances.”93  Rather, 
Daggett addressed what he considered to be a very flawed system of church planning and 
design.  As such, he specifically directed his essay to “those ministers and laymen who 
are commonly active in devising or adopting the plans, or furnishing the means for 
church building; and we would lay before them such hints as the great interest we feel in 
the subject, and the attention we have been able to bestow upon it, suggest for remedying 
prevailing errors and defects.”94 
 Chief among Daggett’s criticisms were the disastrous effects that fashion, 
unabashed copying, and experimentation had upon church buildings at the hands of 
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unwitting ministers, committees, and builders, who were the principal designers of 
Congregational churches.  Fashion, as he defined it, was “the product of a capricious 
fancy, springing from the whims of individuals, depending on novelty for effect, 
prevailing at certain times and places like contagion or infection, and from its nature ever 
fluctuating, having no principle but that of change.”95  He further explained how this 
impacted church design:  
 
When a church is to be built, it must be like any other rather than the old one, so 
as to have the charm of novelty; a committee is appointed; they look at other 
churches in the neighborhood, marking the newest patterns, for the  latest 
improvements – therein often reversing their theological tendencies; they take 
their idea of the size and shape of the house from one place, of the steeple from 
another, of the pulpit from a third, and of the pews from a fourth; and these cold 
fragments they weld together as they can, in a new plan of their own.  But this is 
not the worst; the members of the committee have also their several notions on the 
occasion, aesthetical, economical, or nameless, and by the help of mutual 
concession (to change our figure) they graft these whims of their own on a stock 
already sufficiently unnatural; and the result is what might be expected.96 
 
Daggett argued that there were “permanent models, ideas, and laws” in 
architecture that had to be followed and insisted that churches reflect the ideals of 
“economy, convenience, and beauty.”97  As such, he insisted adamantly that a 
professional architect must always be used when designing a church.  He then provided a 
set of “just rules” for his readers to follow when they developed their project with an 
architect; among them: “The whole church should have a single harmonious effect; it 
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should be built for worship and therefore the preacher must be seen and heard; and it 
should be distinguished from other public buildings. A well constructed steeple, at least 
something more than a belfry of an academy or factory, will save the question, ‘what 
kind of building is that?’”98 
 In addition to these basics, Daggett condemned very specific building 
arrangements and design elements.  He was disturbed, for instance, with the growing 
fashion of eliminating the center aisles of churches, and he criticized the placement of 
lecture rooms in basements.  He also stressed the need to treat materials “honestly,” not 
to mix costly materials with cheap ones, and not to jumble styles together.99  He was 
especially critical of Congregational frugality and urged more liberalness with church-
building expenditures, and he also suggested building in planned stages to avoid the 
propensity to build a large structure cheaply all at once.100  Despite all his admonitions, 
Daggett did not describe or provide illustrations for a church building that best 
represented his ideal.  
 Daggett’s article was at the time one of the most complete expositions on 
American Congregational architecture.  It solidified the ideas of a growing number of 
evangelical commentators who were challenged by rising architectural standards in other 
denominations and pointed out very specific areas of needed reform.101  While Daggett 
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wanted to see individual congregations distinguish themselves architecturally, he thought 
in much larger denominational terms and stressed that collective improvements needed to 
be made in order to secure Congregationalism’s future and to promote its wider growth.  
 While the church-extension agencies sought to provide architectural plans and 
assistance to smaller, more rural congregations, there was still a great need for general 
architectural improvement (and guidance) within each denomination, which 
contemporary commentators, in particular Oliver Daggett, had pointed out but were 
powerless in actually effecting.102  As the only agency within the various national 
denominational structures to address church building in some way, church extension 
eventually accommodated both sets of needs.  Earlier general concerns about aesthetics 
and taste, however, gradually became secondary to developing basic denominational 
building standards and a means of disseminating practical church building information to 
all congregations.103 
 The search for appropriate “model” church designs for their congregations to 
study and use engrossed most Protestant church-extension agencies throughout the 
second half of the nineteenth century.104  In struggling to find ways to devise and 
disseminate such models, the agencies experimented with a variety of innovative methods 
and operations, and often adopted and modified those they perceived to be effective in 
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other denominations.105  These ranged from first producing official and semi-official 
books of plans, similar to traditional pattern books; to publishing articles, reports, and 
plans on church architecture in the denominational press; to operating direct mail-order 
schemes for approved church designs from approved church architects.106  In this 
continuing process, church extension became recognized as the primary forum for 
church-architectural discourse within the evangelical denominations and guided much of 
its development into the twentieth century.107 
 A Congregational Book of Plans for Churches and Parsonages was produced in 
direct response to the resolution passed by the 1852 General Convention of 
Congregational ministers and delegates in Albany, to provide building plans for churches 
receiving aid from its new Western Building Fund.  The Convention resolved that the 
Central Committee, “constituted for the aid of Church at the West,” should “procure 
plans of suitable edifices, with specification and estimates to be shown to Committees 
and others concerned in those enterprises, with a view to promoting convenience, 
economy, and good taste, in the design and execution of the work.”108 
The Central Committee assigned to the work went above and beyond their 
directed task over the following months.  They not only procured “suitable” plans, but, 
following in the footsteps of Oliver Daggett, also carefully considered and addressed 
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general principles of Congregational architecture.  The result of their labors was a large 
folio comprised of an extensive thirty-page text written by the committee along with 
colored lithographed designs for eighteen churches and four parsonages, which the 
authors claimed promoted “true economy and the best architectural results.”  Brian Zugay 
argued that A Book of Plans constituted the first American plan or pattern book devoted 
entirely to the religious architecture of an evangelical or “non-ritualistic” 
denomination.109 
 The committee solicited its designs from ten leading architects, and the churches 
ranged from a simple, framed, one-room structure (costing $1,000) to much more 
sophisticated stone, Gothic and Romanesque-revival churches (costing upwards of 
$30,000).  The Central Committee expected much criticism for producing such an 
elaborate book of “ambitious and expensive” designs because it had been originally 
charged to provide designs for smaller, less prosperous churches (which could only 
receive a limit of $300 in denominational aid).110  The authors argued in their text that a 
book of plans should serve more than the Congregational churches in the west.  They 
pointed out that newly settled areas in the west develop very quickly into towns and 
cities, and that any book of plans should also serve the future needs of those 
congregations as they grew and expanded: “when the cheaper structure just now to be 
erected shall be converted into the lecture-room or school-house, and give place to 
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something larger and better as a place of worship.”111  More importantly, the Central 
Committee seized upon an opportunity to contribute to a larger discourse on 
Congregational architecture and to provide direction for its general improvement.  The 
Committee therefore thought it best to set forward basic tenets of church building 
“policy” and provide a range of designs that could assist any congregation, wherever they 
stood geographically or financially, with a prospective project.112 
 The authors made it clear that the Book of Plans was intended specifically “for 
Congregational Churches; or designs for buildings to be used as places of worship 
according to the Congregational idea or theory of worship.”  Principally they defined a 
church building as:  
 
a place for the united and intelligible worship of God by the whole assembled 
company.  It is a place where all may lift up their voices to praise Jehovah, and 
where all may hear, and so unite in as to make their own, the unstudied and 
spontaneous words of the prayer, dictated by the present wants and circumstances 
of the worshipers.  And it is eminently also a place where the word of God, the 
living word, is expounded and enforced by the living voice, echoing the 
sentiments of the truth, and responding to the inspirations, of the Divine Spirit.113 
 
 
The authors further stated that since the pulpit was the most important building in the 
church, it was essential that the church building be constructed to allow the preacher to be 
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able to see all of the assembly and to project the voice to them, and for the assembly to be 
able to see and hear the preacher.114 
 Once they established these principles, the authors addressed the “many 
considerations [that make] such a commodious structure the more serviceable, as a means 
of religious benefit to those who frequent it.”115  The bulk of the text was divided into 
seven sections: Site, Style, Completeness, Permanence, Materials, Truthfulness, and 
Beauty.  These sections expounded upon the specific provisions, arrangements, and 
recommendations for church building.  The authors appeared to have relied in particular 
upon the ideas advanced by Daggett’s 1848 New Englander article. 
 The Central Committee of the Congregational Convention condemned the 
common contemporary customs and choices for locating church structures.  Regarding 
towns and cities, they criticized the siting of churches “on the busiest or most fashionable 
street” in town.116  Often these were very noisy locations because of the passing traffic, 
and the churches generally had to compete with “banks, stores, and hotels, for the 
admiration of the public eye.”117  The authors felt these lessened the dignity of the church 
and impeded worship and devotion.  Whereas this objection was against “noise and 
show,” they also criticized another popular tendency of congregations to attempt to 
secure the cheapest lots possible, which often were in poor and inconvenient locations.  
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The authors warned that “men will not go to any place simply because it is a place of 
worship.  The most devout and spiritual may, perhaps; but the great mass will not.”118  As 
a result, they argued, many churches had “dwindled and died” because of their poor sites.  
They suggested that the best location for a church was on “a retired street or plot of 
ground,” such as on or near a public park, which was away from noise and commerce 
open to light and fresh air, and still accessible.119  They stressed that it was imperative to 
select the best possible site for a church and that congregations should be willing to pay 
whatever price was necessary to secure it.120 
 Next, the authors addressed how the exterior of a church should look and be 
recognizable as a religious structure.  Much like Daggett, they felt that a spire instantly 
identified a “church,” but further allowed for the radical prospect of a cross to adorn it.  
In the description of “Design VII,” the authors stated, “we have shown how an ordinary 
square tower may receive a church look by the addition of a simple cross, the everywhere 
recognized symbol of the Christian faith.”121  Anticipating controversy, the authors 
justified their purposeful inclusion of this “peculiarly appropriate feature of a church 
edifice” by arguing that the “fear or the dislike of Popery which forbids the use of this 
hallowed and most significant symbol in such a position, is a fear or dislike, in our 
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judgment, both unenlightened and harmful.”122  Rather, the cross, “which is endeared to 
all Christians as the symbol of the atonement, might safely crown our Christian temples. 
There is no good reason why every little chapel of the Mother of Harlots should be 
allowed to use what appeals so forcibly and so favorably to the simplest understanding, 
and we be forbidden the manifest advantage which its use would often give us.”123  In this 
example, the Congregational Church maintained its attack on “the Mother of Harlots,” 
recognized that Catholic symbolism was effective proselytizing as well, and adopted this 
symbolism as its own.   
On the matter of style, the Central Committee followed Daggett in his assertion 
that the choice of style was something that had to accommodate to the particular site and 
circumstances of a congregation.  The authors argued that style “should be determined by 
various considerations, such as the general shape of the building itself and the aspect and 
character of the place where it is to be built.”124  They criticized the “miniature temples 
and cathedrals…so much in vogue” and claimed that a “true Gothic structure would be 
inappropriate on a wide level prairie; as a Grecian Doric would be in the wildest and most 
abrupt regions of New England.”125  Unlike Daggett, they were willing to endorse a 
particular style (or family of styles) that they felt was most appropriate for 
Congregational churches.  They recommended a “modification” of the Greek and Gothic 
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styles in the form of the Romanesque, Norman, and rural English styles, which they 
claimed were adaptable “to a great diversity of situations.”126 
 As for materials, the authors urged that stone be used since it provided a church 
with the “most solid and substantial character,” with which wood or brick could not 
compare.  They also emphasized the open and honest use of materials throughout the 
church: “every desirable effect of beauty, fitness, and taste can be obtained” without 
imitation and falsity, and at less expense.127   
 Much of the rest of the text involved specific programmatic requirements and 
practical recommendations for fixtures, arrangements, and building systems.  The authors 
declared that “no church can be deemed fully equipped” without at least one room to be 
used for lectures and the Sunday School, which could be used for a variety of other 
purposes as well.128  They also suggested having additional, more specialized rooms such 
as a parish library, a social-reunion room, and a vestry or retiring room for the pastor.  
Another point involved planning for future growth and designing the structure to allow 
for additions.  Other practical recommendations included having a furnace below the 
main floor, comfortable pews and carpeted aisles, the use of colored glass to cut down the 
glare into the church, and adequate lightning protection, critical for the all-important 
spire.129  Unlike Oliver Daggett and others, the Central Committee made no 
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pronouncement on the subject of center aisles, and there were designs with them and 
without them.   
 A Book of Plans gave specific credence to the belief that Congregational churches 
should be built simply, honestly, and truthfully. Yet the authors warned: “When God is 
lost sight of in the building, when that is made a marvel of architectural science and skill, 
and voice and sight are lost amid the labryrinthine intricacies of clustered pillars and 
groined arches, leading hither and thither, then the great purpose of a house of worship is 
lost, and the place becomes a temple of taste rather than of religion, a place where an 
Angelo or a Wren is adored rather than the Great Jehovah.”130  
This was not to say that an “Angelo or a Wren” should not be employed; quite the 
opposite.  The authors stated it was necessary to hire a “professed and competent” 
architect when building a church: 
 
No building of public character, or of any considerable cost, should be undertaken 
without the aid of full specifications and complete working drawings, made by 
those study and professed business it is to do this very thing in a tasteful and 
proper manner.  The difference between a building made up of patchwork 
features, stolen piecemeal from one and another existing structure, and one who 
every feature has been determined by a competent and comprehensive knowledge 
of architectural principles, though it may not be apparent at once to every eye, 
will sooner or later reveal itself, and that difference is wide almost as the poles.  
And if architecture should either be satisfactory to good taste, or be the means of 
cultivating it, then surely attention to its quality in this respect is not out of place 
or unimportant.131  
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A Book of Plans was an impressive and sophisticated treatise on Congregational 
architecture.  The extent of its influence on Congregational church-extension activities, 
however, is difficult to assess.  Its purchase price of $10 per copy made it prohibitively 
expensive for any small congregation that wanted to erect a church building.  As directed 
by the 1852 Albany resolution, state committees were issued copies of the Book of Plans 
in order to carry out their duty in approving church-extension aid requests, and the 
committees, in turn, may have passed them around to needy congregations planning to 
build and so exposed them to the principles contained within it.   The General 
Congregational Convention dispensed money to build missionary churches, and it 
required prospective applicants to submit their designs for review, thus encouraging 
“conformity” with its general recommendations.132   
 While it may not have been very practical for actual use in more rural areas, A 
Book of Plans was a watershed publication for evangelical church building.  It was a 
formidable presentation of architectural ideas and designs, and it provided a clear signal 
to the other denominations that Congregationalists were serious in their effort to develop 
an effective national church-building program.  Its arrival within a year of the historic 
Albany convention seemingly provided a powerful “one-two punch” for Congregational 
church extension and hastened discussion within other denominations about creating their 
own church-extension agencies. 
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Oliver Daggett wrote an extended review of the book for the New Englander in 
May, 1854, and this helped the ideas found in the book gain some currency and reach a 
wider audience.  He was in general quite positive about the work:  
 
It is one of the good fruits of the Congregational Convention at Albany, in 
October, 1852…It was hardly expected that the resolution adopted to this effect 
would lead to a compilation so valuable and costly as the one now before us.  A 
glance at it will convince our readers that it could not have been prepared as soon 
as it was called for, and that, so far as lasting utility is concerned, more has been 
gained than lost by the delay.133 
 
Resources such the Book of Plans, asserted Daggett, should be made available to 
churches of all sizes and income levels, stating that: 
 
it is of far more consequence in respect to the advantage of the people, the aspect 
of our country, and indeed the general cause of art, that proper examples and 
instructions be furnished to ordinary congregations, for erecting such houses of 
worship as their means permit, than that here and there a plethoric congregation, 
calling itself a church, be taught how to copy some foreign cathedral.134   
 
In the review, Daggett explained much of the contents of A Book of Plans in depth 
and took the opportunity to expand on a number of points that he first developed in his 
1848 “Church Building” article.  He also provided a description and some comments for 
each church design.  Daggett agreed with most of the Central Committee’s positions, but 
he took exception to its strong preference for Romanesque designs, thinking it better to 
have provided a wider range of styles.  He also felt the book should have included more 
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examples of recently built churches deserving “to be studied and imitated” as models for 
the benefit of congregations preparing to build their own churches.135   
By the end of the nineteenth century, values of worship space and design were 
clearly shifting, with the Congregational Church’s Book of Plans’ appropriation of the 
cross from the sole propriety of the Roman Catholic Church as a prime example.  
Congregational churches only a few decades earlier most likely would have avoided the 
cross on their buildings, for fear of being associated with “The Mother of Harlots.”  More 
formal worship spaces and more formal worship practices were starting to pair together 
for the Congregational Church.  
 
 
Twentieth Century Changes in Architecture and Worship Practices 
By 1910, the eclipsing of the auditorium church style by the new Gothic Revival 
style was rapidly progressing. Von Ogden Vogt echoed mid-nineteenth century 
arguments when he hailed the new Gothic style as a means of fostering Christian unity.  
He felt that the Gothic style and liturgical worship practice could unite all Christian into a 
new ecumenical alignment.136   
Two major interior innovations appeared in the Gothic Revival churches, both 
derived from the urban revivalist churches.  The first of these was universal replacement 
of the elevated pulpit with a preaching platform that housed a pulpit and, in some cases, a 
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lectern.137  Behind the pulpit, choir seating rose in ranked pews and above them rose the 
pipes of the organ.  As it had during the revivals, this arrangement provided much greater 
freedom of movement for the preacher and helped to maintain the visual attention of the 
congregants.138  The second innovation was the general replacement of the box pews with 
bench-like slip pews.  Arranged in parallel rows angled toward the preaching platform, 
these created more direct sightlines to the pulpit platform than had their predecessors.139   
Many congregations radically remodeled their sanctuaries in the mid-twentieth 
century.  Critics and architects alike championed the liturgically facilitative “split 
chancel” as the most desirable arrangement.140  As explained by Congregationalist 
Richard H. Ritter in a 1947 publication: 
 
The split chancel balanced the four primary symbolic representations of God’s 
revelation held by Protestants: Bible, the table (instead of altar), the pulpit, and 
the cross.  Balance among these symbols was achieved by placing the cross on the 
far wall at the back of the chancel, centering the table in the chancel on the 
longitudinal axis but several feet out from the wall, placing the lectern holding the 
Bible on one side of the axis, and positioning the pulpit on the other.   
 
Through this arrangement, Ritter argued, the “sacrifice and fellowship of the Sacrament, 
and the historicity and prophetical vigor of the Word are kept in equipoise, all showing 
forth the infinite greatness of our God.”141 
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Von Ogden Vogt in particular felt that informal worship did not belong in a 
formal space, and the opposite as well.  The yearning for beauty in church building led to 
a yearning for beauty within the worship service. To Vogt, beauty and worship are 
virtually similar.  He insisted that Gothic architecture best inspired true worship because 
its verticality evoked both emotion and mystery.  Other aspects of the past might also be 
borrowed if they were not “burdened with abandoned concepts.”142  
 
The Contributions of Von Ogden Vogt  
Von Ogden Vogt was minister at the First Unitarian Church of Chicago for two 
decades, a lecturer on Religion and Fine Art at the Chicago Theological Seminary, and 
the author of books and articles on church art, architecture, liturgy, and worship. 
Vogt was born in Altamont, Illinois.  As a child, his parents had him baptized in 
the Reformed Church denomination and raised him in that faith.  Growing up he also 
attended Congregational and Presbyterian churches.  His undergraduate college education 
was at Beloit College, Wisconsin, where he earned an A. B. degree in 1901.  He worked 
for religious organizations in Boston and New York until he entered Yale Divinity 
School, where he earned both a Bachelor of Divinity and Master of Arts.143   
In 1911 Vogt accepted a call to the First Congregational Church of Cheshire, 
Connecticut, where he was subsequently ordained.  In 1916, the larger and wealthier 
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Wellington Avenue Congregational Church in Chicago called him as their minister.144 
During his tenure there he wrote his influential book Art and Religion, which Yale 
University Press published in 1921.  
The main thesis of Art and Religion was that “beauty is desirable and good” and 
“that the religion of Protestantism stands profoundly in need of realizing” this truth. The 
great lack of Protestantism, Vogt claimed, was “not intellectual, nor moral, but artistic; 
not ethical, but cultural.”145  This was because both art and religion needed each other: art 
“to universalize its concept, to supply moral content” and religion “to be impressive, to 
get a hearing, to be enjoyable, to assist reverence, to symbolize old truths, to heighten the 
imagination, to fire resolves.”146 Religion achieved this through symbols, sacraments, 
rituals, music, aesthetics, and architecture. That was the substance of Christian worship 
and came to fruition in its Order of Worship. Vogt contended that Protestants have a 
liturgy, “but it is a poor one.”  These orders of worship were forms that, according to 
Vogt, were developed in the latter half of the nineteenth century, a time “more than any 
other in all history, of artistic confusion and prevalent ugliness.”147  However, Vogt felt 
that what was needed was not more formalism or “enrichment” or “elaboration:” 
 
The need is for unity, simplicity, and beauty.  There are many “enriched” 
services composed simply of the typical, ugly, average American order with 
additions of musical numbers, choir responses, vestments, or read prayers, a kind 
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of glorified city edition of the common town order.  All these things jumbled 
together, however elaborate, or however beautiful in detail, do not make a noble 
liturgy.  Nothing is beautiful that does not have unity, harmony, wholeness.148 
 
Vogt believed that worship must proceed in a particular order.  A worship service 
is an art form, a drama with a clear direction.  Vogt found a scriptural precedent in the 
story of Isaiah’s call to prophesy in Isaiah 6.  Following the psychology behind this 
ancient story, Vogt held that worship begins with some commanding vision or ideal 
before which the worshiper feels humble, awe-struck, or otherwise moved.  The focus 
moves within as one relates oneself to the vision.  Very quickly one is empowered and is 
ready to be challenged.  The challenge having been given, the worshiper responds with 
new dedication and commitment.  Congregationalist Willard Sperry, among others, also 
claimed to have been the first to use this story, which remains to this day a model of 
worship for many Protestant clergy.  
Vogt expressed his theory of worship in a five-act drama.  In his various books he 
differed slightly on what each act included, but the basic structure and direction of the 
service were the same: “Act 1 - Attention/Vision (We state and affirm our ideals and 
aspirations); Act 2 - Humility (We are humbled by the realization that we fall short of our 
ideals); Act 3 - Exaltation (We regain our strength, feel empowered, give thanks); Act 4 -  
Illumination (We consider wisdom from the past and present); Act 5 - Dedication 
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(We reaffirm our ideals, resolve to act responsibility).149  Vogt sometimes substituted 
different terms for the five acts, but the story of the call of the prophet Isaiah informed his 
understanding of how worship should move: 
 
The purpose of the activity is to celebrate the process by which our consciousness 
and will are shaped and changed.  It takes the worshiper from the actual world 
into a world of ideals and transcendent reality; it then takes them back again to the 
outer world renewed and dedicated to the realization of what is beyond:  Vision, 
Humility, Vitality, Illumination, Enlistment all constitute the experience of 
worship, and these may all be kindled in the experience of beauty….This is the 
course and order of an experience of worship, an experience of the sense of God, 
up from the world of the many to the over-world of the One, back to the world of 
the many to fulfill the will of the One.  Something like the great experience of 
Isaiah is what the worship of the church ought to help people to have.  Something 
like that experience people do have over and again outside of the church, not 
always or even usually complete, but rich, varied, overwhelming, exalting, 
enjoyable, vitalizing, in their contact with nature or the arts.150 
 
 
Vogt concluded that the church of the future, which architecturally would be 
ideally of Gothic derivation, “will value and enjoy beauty” and teach concepts that 
promote and express “ideas in form of beauty” through music, art and liturgy. In other 
words, “it will set forth the oneness of life not only theologically and ethically but also 
aesthetically.”151 
For all of his appreciation of the Gothic style as well as the way the Protestant 
Episcopal Church made use of it, Vogt clearly understood his identity as a 
Congregationalist.  Noting that “we of the free churches value our liberty,” Vogt 
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emphasized that Congregationalists reiterate the fact and the virtues of free, spontaneous 
prayer and “un-stereotyped public worship.”152  He knew that many Congregationalists 
considered a set liturgy as a “form of bondage,” yet he stated that freedom is not acquired 
simply by release from law or sanction or authority or technique.  Freedom is not the gift 
of formlessness but the mastery of form.153   In Art and Religion, Vogt quotes from Henry 
Martyn Dexter’s Handbook of Congregationalism:  
 
Any Congregational church, whose taste and sense of expediency may so incline 
it, is at perfect liberty to order its worship by the liturgy of the Church of England, 
or the Protestant, or Reformed Episcopal Church of the United States, or by a 
liturgy of its own.  So long as it do nothing which shall give reasonable ground of 
offense to the other churches with which it is in fellowship, it may order its 
prayers, its praise, and all the methods of its worship, to its own entire content; 
and its pastor, remaining true to our fundamentals of doctrine and of polity, 
though enrobed and endowed with Chausable, Alb, Stole, Maniple, with two 
blessed towels, and all their appendages, would remain, in good faith and entirely, 
a Congregational minister still.154  
 
Vogt contended that freedom is not derived simply from absence of form, either in prayer 
or ecclesiastical organization or in any other category; it comes from the mastery of form: 
“Bad form is ugly and tyrannical.  To live without form is to live futilely.  Good form 
may be the very vehicle and guarantee of freedom.  Freedom in the experience and in the 
expression of worship is the gift of technique in the art of worship.”155 
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Following the publication of Art and Religion, Vogt wrote Syllabus of Proposals: 
A Free Cathedral or Collegiate Church for Chicago (1922), a short description of what a 
church would be like if it followed the ideas he had set down in Art and Religion. The 
Syllabus appeared first in his church newsletter, next in The Christian Century as “A Free 
Cathedral” and finally in pamphlet form. It called for “a cathedral system” to serve 
“religion in the big American city.” Such an institution would not be “the idea in its 
medieval aspects, but its comprehending, catholic, community aspects.” Such a church 
would require several denominations to federate and share a “common system of public 
worship, as well as a common school for the religious education of the young.” There 
would further be a “wider union of the cathedral organization” that would “be 
administered by a chapter of cathedral clergy.”156  Vogt intended to found this new 
federation with a church in Chicago.         
The Wellington Avenue Church had just been built in 1910, so it would have been 
hard to create Vogt’s new “cathedral” there. However, the First Unitarian Church of 
Chicago, located in Hyde Park, was soon seeking a new minister and had hopes of 
enlarging its small structure.157 Through the intervention of wealthy member Morton 
Denison Hull, Vogt was invited to become the minister in 1925.  Hull was so inspired by 
Vogt’s liberal Christian beliefs and artistic ideas that he provided the parish with the 
funds to build its stone Gothic edifice.158 
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Hull’s son, Denison B. Hull, a graduate of Harvard and an architect, who was also 
to draw the plan for the nearby Meadville Theological School, was chosen to design the 
church building. He and Vogt worked closely together on the project, which was 
completed in 1929.159 The older church was incorporated into the new structure as a 
transept called Hull Chapel.  The church itself combined “Gothic vocabularies in form 
and style” with a “liberal Protestant iconography of Unity.”160  It featured a stone-vaulted 
nave, chancel, rose window, crypt, and symbols that represented various Christian 
traditions, shields from older and current world religions, and roundels that signified 
humanity’s everyday activities and artistic accomplishments.161 
While the plans for the church were taking shape, Vogt started teaching as a 
lecturer on Christian art, architecture, and liturgies at the nearby Divinity School at the 
University of Chicago, a post he held from 1925 until his retirement in 1944. He also 
taught those subjects at Beloit College from 1927-28, and briefly at Meadville 
Theological School and the University of Chicago. It was during this period that Vogt 
wrote his second book, Modern Worship (1927). Based on a series of lectures he had 
given at the Lowell Institute in Boston, Massachusetts, earlier that year, Vogt spelled out 
his theory of worship. Each service he maintained should start with “praise” for life and 
all that supports it. Next should be an act of contribution for the “divine benefit” which is 
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ours, followed by the ways that our life with others can help and sustain our religious 
community. Then, once again, the worshiper should be filled with and express “praise.”162  
Vogt defined worship as “the celebration of life,” by advocating a “substitute 
Scripture reading taken from modern sources,” and through using a variety of art forms.  
The experience of beauty and the experience of worship seemed remarkably similar to 
him.  The arts served to help the worshiper “to be reverent and to display to him the 
larger cause of religion.”163  Vogt advised ministers to select “from the materials of the 
past those treasures which are least burdened with abandoned concepts.”164   
 In addition to parish duties at First Unitarian Church of Chicago, Vogt was active 
in the Unitarian and Congregational denominations at the national level. He served as 
President of the Unitarian Religious Art Guild and was a member of the Unitarian and 
Universalist Commission that produced Hymns of the Spirit (1937), the hymnbook used 
by both denominations until they consolidated into the Unitarian Universalist Association 
(UUA) in 1961.165  From 1942 through 1946, he was a Master Craftsman in Liturgics for 
the Congregational Christian Church Arts Guild and in 1948 was given a citation from 
the Unitarian Religious Art Guild for his service.166  
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In the forward to the book Church Arts, published in 1948 by the Congregational 
publishing company Pilgrim Press, Von Ogden Vogt wrote that in the past two decades 
“there arose amongst our free churches a marked concern for the improvement of public 
worship.”167  He stated that of the important advances made in this area, the most striking 
had been architectural: “hundreds of church buildings, wholly new or reconstructed, have 
been designed with the objective of better usages in worship.”168  These improvements 
went hand in hand with changes for the better in liturgy. “While lagging behind the 
architectural in simplicity and force, they have been even more widespread.  Large 
numbers of churches have made experiments in the direction of better orders of 
service.”169 
Vogt asked the question as to what all this change signified.  If it were merely a 
matter of rhetoric and decoration, then “it would be indeed only ephemeral and 
unworthy.”170  Nor was it simply a profound new searching after God.  Vogt understood 
the core of religion at that time not to be mystical or theological but ethical and social. 
“Nevertheless, this effort is a genuine movement of the spirit, a deep and strong current 
of life.  It is the assertion that primary in religion is neither theology, nor ethics, but the 
experience and worship of God.”171  He maintained that a service of worship  
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nearly half of which devoted to the singing of ill-assorted hymns and anthems will 
not do this, especially when the other half contains little that is penetrating to the 
spirit or pertinent to the needs of the times.  A service of worship, on the other 
hand, which develops from a great discipline of reverence to an enlightened 
direction of purpose will not only fortify the individual but undergird the social 
order.172 
 
 
The Contributions of Willard Sperry 
Willard Learoyd Sperry was born in Peabody, Massachusetts. He received his 
B.A. from Olivet College in 1903, one M.A. from Oxford University in England in 1907, 
and another M.A. from Yale University in 1908.173  That same year he was ordained to 
the Congregational ministry at the First Congregational Church of Fall River, 
Massachusetts. Sperry served congregations in both Fall River and Boston.174 In 1922, he 
took the position of dean at the new theological school at Harvard University, a union of 
Andover Theological Seminary and Harvard Divinity School. When the union between 
the two schools was declared invalid, Sperry became dean of Harvard Divinity School in 
1925.175  In 1928, he was appointed chairman of the Harvard Board of Preachers and 
Plummer Professor of Christian Morals.176  Sperry was a prolific author in the areas of 
worship and culture, among his best known writings being Religion in America (1946) 
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and Reality in Worship (1925). One of his students called him a “High Church 
Congregationalist.”177  
Sperry was concerned with the “objective” in worship and with how the outer 
form of worship expressed inner experience of personal religion.  He stressed the 
objective character of worship, in contrast to the prevailing subjective character of 
worship, which was concerned with giving the worshipers an experience.178  In his 
opinion, the auditorium style of church architecture complemented the subjective 
character of worship. 
Sperry opposed the tendency to regard public worship as a means by which the 
worship leader could raise people to a new level of Christian commitment or motivate 
them to participate in some righteous cause.179  He argued that “[a] truly liberal religion, 
like a truly liberal education, was one that was pursued for its own sake.”180  
Congregations needed to focus on the reverent worship of a “Real Other”; worship 
leaders should not give primary attention to the shaping of the feelings, thoughts, and 
concerns of the congregation.181 
In Reality in Worship, Sperry looked at the order and theory of how the church 
conducted its service of worship.  Similar to Von Ogden Vogt, Sperry asserted that the 
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act of worship, therefore, should be an “artistic recapitulation” of the Christian 
experience and “should compass praise, penitence and the assurance of forgiveness, 
thanksgiving, petition, intercession, edification, inspiration, consecration, benediction.  
These various concerns will be expressed through prayers, responses, hymns, anthem, 
chants, lections, and sermons or homilies.”182  Worship then, “is a poem written by the 
lover of God,” it is a “song sung by the lover of God,” the patterns of which “is 
prescribed in advance by the nature of the experience”183 
Sperry addressed a rebuke to the writers of current manuals on worship:  
 
Frank resort to devices suggested by modern psychology, whether of the 
unconscious or of the herd, does not make for moral confidence in a service of 
worship which is supposedly addressed to God.  They suggest a back-stage 
apparatus for the manipulation of souls which is too mechanical … The elder 
theology was on morally safer ground when it held that grace is the gift and work 
of God.184  
 
He criticized as well the “swaggering individualism” of America that put the idea 
of “the communion of saints” beyond the imagining of most American Protestantism.185 
He derived “an immediate meaning for life and a strength for living” from the knowledge 
that he belonged to a “vital tradition” that stretched beyond his own lifetime.186 
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 According to Sperry, the sense of historic community provided by the 
iconography and the stately services in Gothic churches played an important role in the 
personal piety of individuals:  
 
The ideal liturgical forms showed the worshiper that his own thoughts and struggles 
were the same as those of Christians in ages past.  In saying out adequately and 
beautifully what is true of all sorts and conditions of Christians, public worship 
provides the social confirmation which classic art always gives to real life.187  
  
While Sperry believed that Americans were most likely to find this sense of social 
confirmation in a service of corporate worship with a choir, hymns, and sermon than in 
their own solitary reflections, it was the historic forms and not the present congregation 
that were most important.  “You do not have to sit in a crowded pew, or in a group circle 
to have a deeply social experience of religion,” he explained.  “You may sit all alone in a 
cathedral, thinking and praying in solitude, and that solitude may finally be peopled by 
the multitude which no man can number.”188   Sperry reported having such an experience 
amid the Norman arches of Ely Cathedral.  At the close of an evensong service, the 
singers recessed out of the choir into “the gloom of the nave” singing “For All the 
Saints.”  Then, Sperry found the cathedral “tenanted by the generations gone and the 
generations yet to come.”  He felt his part in “the spiritual pilgrimage of the race.”189 
Sperry’s sense of belonging to a tradition and the social confirmation that it provided was 
an essential part of his appreciation of liturgy. 
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 This chapter has examined the contribution of changes in Congregational church 
architecture to the Congregationalists’ eventual acceptance of the broader liturgical 
calendar.   The work of Congregational liturgists, pastors, and writers such as Oliver 
Daggett, Von Ogden Vogt, Willard Sperry, John Scotford, and others indicate shifts in 
thinking not only about architecture, but about worship as well. They looked to the past 
grandeur of Gothic cathedrals and other varieties of church architecture as a means of 
enhancing Congregational worship.  Prayers and other elements of worship from the 
early church and from other traditions, even Anglican and Catholic, were seen as 
appropriate for the new objective ideal of worship.  Reaching back to the past included 
the observance of a broader ecumenical liturgical calendar, with services that would bring 
Congregationalists closer to the ideal of the life of Christ.  The next chapter expands  
upon this changing understanding of worship by examining other related historical and 
cultural factors, such as changes in the observance of Sunday, the growth of the Sunday 
School movement, and the evolving relationship between the Congregational Church and 
the Protestant Episcopal Church.
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Chapter Four 
Factors in the Re-conception of Congregational Time 
 
This chapter considers certain cultural and historical factors in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, along with art and architecture discussed in the previous 
chapter, which may have contributed to the Congregationalists embracing of a larger 
liturgical calendar.  Changes in the observance of Sunday and the rise in number of 
American holidays was an important development.  Another factor was the growth of the 
Sunday School movement within Protestantism, and Congregationalism in particular.  
Here the focus is on the gradual adoption of Christmas in the Sunday School and then in 
the larger worship service, traced through several Congregational publications, in 
particular the children’s magazine The Well-Spring.  The Congregational writers Vogt 
and Sperry are brought back in this chapter in order to examine in greater detail their 
influence on mainline Protestantism, including the Federal Council of Churches and their 
publications on worship and the liturgical year.  Another contributing factor is the 
complicated relationship between the Congregational Church and the Protestant 
Episcopal Church, especially the possible Protestant Episcopal influence on 
Congregational liturgical resources, as well as an attempted Congregational-Episcopal 
Concordat in the 1920s, spearheaded by Congregational minister Newman Smyth.  Rev. 
Daniel Merriman, a Congregational minister in Worcester, Massachusetts, wrote a 
considerable amount about the shared liturgical year as a way towards unity among the 
Protestant denominations, and some of his writings are examined here.  The chapter 
closes with an examination of changes in theology and understandings of church and 
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worship within mainline Protestantism and its influence on Congregationalism and its 
liturgical resources, in particular the liturgical year. 
 
Changes in the Observance of Sunday and Holidays 
By the beginning of the nineteenth century, important forces began to appear on 
the American scene that profoundly changed social and religious life, and challenged 
many of the customs that had their origins in religious beliefs.  The idea of the Sabbath  
fell into this category.  Manfred Jonas, in his article “The American Sabbath in the 
Gilded Age,” stated that the emergence of both urbanization and industrialization made 
specific demands for a change in the nature of the American Sabbath.1  
Even before the Civil War, private libraries, voluntary associations, and lecture 
societies competed with churches for the Sunday attention of city dwellers.2  Most private 
libraries opened on Sundays, providing a place for members to relax, read newspapers, 
and educate themselves.  Sunday School libraries, established in the 1820s and by the 
1850s numbering in the thousands, usually issued books on Sundays.  YMCA libraries, 
founded in the 1850s, also opened as alternatives to saloons and other urban attractions.  
Temperance, abolitionist, and women’s rights lectures were often given on Sunday 
afternoons and evenings.3  During the middle decades of the century, as cities swelled 
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with German, Irish, Jewish, and French immigrants, certain neighborhoods came alive 
each Sunday with variety theaters and dance halls.  
 With the coming of the Civil War in the 1860s, almost all aspects of social life 
were disrupted, from marriage and birth rates to rhythms of work and rest.  Despite 
orders to the contrary from both the Union and Confederate Army leadership, both sides 
moved troops and fought battles on Sundays.  The contrast between Sunday and other 
days of the week also diminished on the home front during the war.  The demand for 
news of the war was so insatiable that most daily newspaper publishers printed one or 
two editions on Sunday, breaking with the customary five or six-day publication 
schedule.4  Trains ran with mail, supplies, and even troops, and factories stayed open for 
military manufacture.  In these and other ways, the Civil War loosened standards for 
regulating Sunday.  For the most part, some of these measures continued even after the 
war, despite protests from some of the churches.5  The Civil War itself was not 
responsible for the changing nature of Sunday, but it provided an opportunity for 
industrial, technological, and commercial innovations to impose themselves on Sunday.6   
Religious liberals, social reformers, and others believed that Sunday was the ideal 
day to bring Christ and culture into harmony.  After the Civil War, societies sponsoring 
lecture series on Sundays increased.  Labor meetings, political addresses, and reform 
rallies were also frequently held on Sunday afternoons and evenings.  Religious and 
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cultural uses for Sunday were fused and had the result of fundamentally altering the 
meaning of the Lord’s Day; experiences beyond the confines of the church were 
legitimized and opened the way for leisure activities.7  
Liberal Protestants wanted to sanctify Sunday, but by including uplifting activities 
and innocent diversion.  To accomplish this, liberal theologians needed to reinterpret the 
biblical basis for the Christian Sabbath. Clergy who had been trained in historical and 
literary methods of biblical exegesis began to spread their version of Sunday as “man’s 
day,” in the words of Congregational minister Charles Whipple.8  
As Rev. John Bittinger, another Congregational minister and one of many other 
liberal clergy who worked to change the meaning of Sunday, explained, “the Sabbath 
should be used as an opportunity to lift a suffering world from its social and physical 
degradation,” and that lectures provided “a very impressive lesson of the use that may be 
made of Sunday, aside from its religious observance.”9  He maintained that the Sabbath 
was the foundation of human well-being, and argued that Christ declared the Sabbath was 
made for humanity, a view which was “more Biblical and rational, putting the Day where 
Christ puts it, and giving it the scope that he gave it.”10  Bittenger also felt that this view 
of the Sabbath might also correct a view which makes it “a period of religious bondage 
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and burdensomeness, from which are sure to come unhealthy and disastrous 
reactions…The demand now is that the Sabbath should be used as an opportunity to lift a 
suffering world from its social and physical degradation.  Not less religion, but larger 
philanthropy.”11 
At the same time as Sunday began to lose some of its religious focus and 
prominence, national and civic holidays began to increase.  The historian Ellen M. 
Litwicki observes that between 1865 and 1920 Americans invented more than twenty-
five holidays. These holidays included Memorial Day and Confederate Memorial Day; 
Emancipation Day and various local emancipation holidays; the birthdays of Abraham 
Lincoln, Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, and Jefferson Davis; Labor Day, May Day, 
and Haymarket Martyrs’ Day; Constitution Day and Flag Day; Arbor Day and Bird Day; 
Mother’s Day and Armistice Day.12  Some, such as Memorial and Labor Days, became a 
permanent part of the nation’s holiday calendar, while others, such as Constitution and 
Bird Days, never really caught on.  In addition to creating these new holidays, Americans 
in this period revived older ones, including the Fourth of July, Washington’s Birthday, 
and Saint Patrick’s Day.  Litwicki argue that several factors were behind this flurry of 
holiday creativity, including the trauma of the Civil War and its aftermath, emancipation, 
immigration, the struggles of American labor, and the increasing ethnic diversity of urban 
populations.13 
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With the proliferation of holidays came an emphasis on consumerism, which also 
in its turn affected the transformation of the national calendar.  According to the historian 
Leigh Eric Schmidt, commerce and holidays found a partnership: “Previously, the 
economic concern had been to limit as much as possible the number and length of 
celebrations; after the Civil War holidays proliferated, and businesses would attempt to 
stretch the major ones, such as Christmas and Easter, into long shopping seasons and 
even the smaller ones into week-long sales events.”14 
The increase in the number of holidays after the Civil War and the rise of 
consumerism are external societal factors that contributed to the Congregationalists’ 
observance of a broader liturgical calendar.  There were also internal factors at play; 
including the rise of the Sunday School and its many special days and in particular its 
influence on Christmas. 
 
The Sunday School and Special Days 
The beginnings of the Sunday School in the United States stemmed from Robert 
Raikes’ experiment in Gloucester, England.  His influence was evident in the First Day 
Society of Philadelphia, which started in 1790 by private citizens of different 
denominations to provide schools on Sundays where the poor and uneducated might be 
taught reading and religion.15  At this point, the Sunday School was chiefly a class 
                                                
 
14 Leigh Eric Schmidt, “The Commercialization of the Calendar: American Holidays and the 
Culture of Consumption, 1870-1930.” The Journal of American History 78 no. 3 (December, 1991): 892.  
See also Leigh Eric Schmidt, Consumer Rites: The Buying and Selling of American Holidays (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995). 
 
15 Boylan, Sunday School, 40. 
  158 
organization devised by the well-to-do for the benefit of the poor.  The movement spread 
to Connecticut by 1815 and, due in part to Congregational minister Lyman Beecher’s 
efforts, began to shift its emphasis to the teaching of religion to all children.16  Volunteer 
teachers, rather than paid, were soon the norm and the control and direction of the new 
organization were largely in the hands of the Congregational lay members.   
 The belief that children should be educated in the faith of their fathers was deeply 
rooted in American history.17  Colonial Americans provided for the religious instruction 
of children in a variety of ways, ranging from family instruction to town schools and 
ministers’ catechizing classes.  In the 1790s, however, Sunday School founders were less 
concerned about the recipients’ religious indoctrination than about the growing numbers 
of working children who seemed to be slipping through the cracks in the educational 
system, receiving neither the literacy training nor the religious knowledge that potential 
citizens of the new republic needed.18  To their founders, Sunday Schools represented an 
effort to fill the cracks, to offer poor working children opportunities to become educated 
in basic reading and religion, while also tackling the social problem posed by their 
Sunday behavior.19 
  By 1830, however, those first American Sunday Schools had all but disappeared.  
In their place arose a new type of Sunday School, taught by volunteers and offering a 
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specifically evangelical Protestant curriculum.  These schools, from which modern 
church schools developed, were remarkably successful, soon enrolling tens of thousands 
as teachers and students.20  They spawned local, state, and national associations devoted 
to establishing new schools and furnishing them with curricular materials.   
In his book Special Days in the Sunday School, published in 1916, Marion 
Lawrance considered the Sunday School as a kind of incubator for special days, and 
asserted that at least one hundred of the two hundred special days observed in the 
Schools had achieved a significant status.21  He admitted that many of the days were for 
“entertainment rather than for worship and instruction, and that the “Special Day” 
feature in our Sunday School work has been largely over-done, there can be no doubt.”22  
Lawrance felt that the fewer Sunday School sessions given up wholly to special days 
the better, and that for the less important days “it is entirely possible to emphasize an 
idea in twenty minutes, or, indeed, in ten minutes, during the opening session, and this, 
in a sense, makes a “Special Day.”23  He did, however, feel strongly that observances of 
Christmas and Easter were always to be held as were possibly Children’s Day and Rally 
Day.24 
That Children’s Day and Rally Day (also known as Homecoming Day or Every 
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Member Present Day) were ranked with the holy days of Christmas and Easter in terms 
of importance indicates that the Sunday School special days were forming a kind of 
liturgical calendar for the local church.  Lawrance described Rally Day as an 
“opportunity for gathering together the entire membership of the school and as many as 
possible of the church members, parents, and friends, for a grand rally before 
undertaking the campaign of the fall and winter.”25  Rally Day is still a significant part 
of many Protestant churches today, coming with the start of school and the program 
year, the “campaign of the fall and winter.”  It has become a significant part of the 
calendar not only for the Sunday School, but for the whole congregation. 
 Lawrance chose anniversary days as another category, consisting of 
Thanksgiving Day (or Harvest Home Day), Labor Day, New Year’s Day and Old 
Year’s Day (the last Sunday of the year).  He also included many suggestions for 
patriotic days, such as Flag Day, Independence Day, Good Citizenship Day, 
Washington’s Birthday, Lincoln’s Birthday, Lee’s Birthday, and Decoration Day.  This 
last he regarded as “a fine opportunity in the Sunday School to use flag decorations, 
sing patriotic songs, and honor the old soldiers. A display of some of the old battle flags 
if they can be had, the presence of some of the old soldiers in their uniforms, a brief talk 
by an old Christian soldier, possibly a little martial music; all would help to make a very 
interesting occasion, and would not be out of place.”26  However, this description lacked 
mention of traveling to cemeteries and decorating graves, as was the intention of 
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Decoration Day when organized by the Grand Army of the Republic in 1868 to be a 
time for the nation to decorate the graves of the war dead with flowers.  
    Another large category of special days in the Sunday School was that of 
benevolence and reform Days, including Temperance Day, Anti-Saloon Day, Anti-
Cigarette Day, Tree-Planting Day, and National Child Labor Day, which aimed to 
prevent the exploitation of children in industry.  The Federal Council of Churches 
suggested materals for the observance of some of these days.27 
 Of the special days listed in Lawrance’s book, three related to the liturgical 
calendar: Christmas, Easter, and Palm Sunday as a preparation for Easter.  The 
introductory notes for Christmas echoed some of the Congregational concerns about 
Christmas during this time.  Christmas was “the great festival of the year without doubt 
in the majority of Sunday Schools [and] is celebrated in more ways than any other day.” 
However, “while the aggregate results for good are probably greater than those obtained 
from the observance of any other day, great harm has been done in the name of 
Christmas by the introduction of unworthy methods of celebration.”28  Lawrance was 
concerned that Christmas came at a time that gave itself over to “activities of joy,” and 
that the underlying motive of too many celebrations was the pleasure of the onlookers 
rather than the glory of the King whose birthday it observed.  He did see a brighter 
future for the proper celebration of Christmas: 
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We are coming, however, upon a better day, indeed that day is right upon us, 
and more and more the Sunday Schools are catching the true note and learning 
to sing the true manger song.  It is a birthday!  On this day God gave to us His 
most precious Gift.  That gift, in the person of our Savior, has taught us that the 
way for us to give gifts to Him is to give them to His needy ones.  He has 
Himself, therefore, marked out the best way of celebrating his birthday.  It is by 
giving gifts in His name that others may be happy and the Christ-child 
honored.29 
  
The influence of the Sunday School to the Congregational Church’s observance 
of the liturgical calendar is underscored in its celebration of Christmas.  As it became 
more acceptable for the children to celebrate “the birthday” in Sunday School, it became 
more acceptable to celebrate it in corporate worship as well.  Lawrance discussed the idea 
of “giving gifts in his name” to honor the Christ-child, which became a particular 
challenge for the Congregational Sunday School magazine, The Well-Spring. 
 
 
Congregationalists and Christmas in the Nineteenth Century 
In 1832, Massachusetts Congregationalists formed the Massachusetts Sabbath 
School Society, which published lessons, storybooks, and, beginning in 1844, a magazine 
called The Well-Spring.  The first volume of this magazine gave clear instruction to its 
youthful readers on the subject of Christmas observance, with the indication that “the 
twenty-fifth of December is called Christmas, that is, the day on which Jesus Christ was 
born.”30  
 
                                                
29 Lawrance, Special Days in the Sunday School, 232.  
 
30 The Well-Spring 1, no. 51 (December 20, 1844): 243.  
  163 
The editorial for The Well-Spring’s first volume acknowledged that the reader 
might like to know why Congregationalists generally had not treated Christmas as a 
special religious observance.31 One reason given was that no one exactly knows when 
Jesus Christ was born, the day, the month, or even the year, and that many different dates 
were used over the ages.32  While “the Greek Church” observed the sixth of January, “the 
Latin Church, who obeys the pope, selected the twenty-fifth of December for Christmas, 
because the heathen observed that day as the feast day of the sun, so that a heathenish 
superstition is changed into a Christian festival!”33  The first reason given for not 
observing Christmas is the issue of the date and the fact that the December 25th festival 
was non-Christian in origin.   
The second reason the Well-Spring gave was that God had not commanded the 
observance of Christmas, but instead it was the work of mortals. “It was men who called 
themselves popes and cardinals, and bishops, and priests just as they have filled the 
almanac with all sorts of saints’ days and festivals for which there is no command in the 
Bible.”34  Christ was the one who had appointed the Sabbath, and instituted the Lord’s 
Supper to be observed in remembrance of him, “so that we need no festival of man’s 
appointment in which to honor him, for He has appointed one himself.”35  Another point 
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that was raised was that it was Christ’s death that he chose for his people to celebrate, 
“not his birth, his baptism, his temptation, his transfiguration, etc.”36   Christ’s death, 
“the festival we keep in honor of the Savior is not kept as a holiday, or  a day of 
amusement and gaiety and feasting, as most seem to like to regard Christmas.”37  The 
magazine did not even permit Christmas advertisement at that time; however, the editors 
recommended the magazine to be a suitable New Year’s gift.  
 In February 1845,  the editors reproved “a mother and her seven children” for 
expecting a Christmas as well as a Thanksgiving story in the magazine and were referred 
to the above article in defense of the omission.38  Finally, in 1854, nine years later, came 
the long wished for Christmas story.39  “The Christmas Gift” by “Aunt Hattie” related the 
experience of little Emma Newton who, having received gifts from under a Christmas 
tree, asked for an explanation of Christmas Day.  Upon being told by her father that it 
was “the anniversary of the birth of our savior Jesus Christ who died upon the cross for 
sinners” and who is now in heaven watching over Emma and all other children and 
inviting them to be good and live for Him, Emma burst into tears and wished to do 
something for Jesus.  Emma received a coin as a gift, and various possibilities were 
suggested as to how she might use it; Emma finally decided to buy a shawl for an old 
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lady and was rewarded with exceptional happiness all day.40  The editor even distrusted 
this uplifting tale, for a note appended to the first paragraph of the story reiterated the 
Congregational position as to Christmas observance.  However, this was The Well-
Spring’s last direct protest against the observance of Christmas.  When the magazine 
came out (on Christmas Day itself) in 1857, a picture and a poem (“Lines for Christmas”) 
were included.  Both the holiday and religious aspects of the day were commented upon 
and though it was clear that New Year’s gifts were considered more usual than Christmas 
gifts, no disapproval was expressed for the latter.  The children were even urged, while 
they rejoiced in the Christmas and New Year’s gifts, to rejoice still more in their 
“heavenly Father’s unspeakable gift of the Savior.”41  
 No account of a Sunday School Christmas celebration or even of an anniversary 
held in December was approved in The Well-Spring before 1860.  However, the polity of 
the Congregational church meant that local churches could have easily adopted a practice 
in regard to Christmas at variance with their official denomination.  For instance, the First 
Congregational Church of Boston was reported to have held a Christmas service with 
“numerous and excellent musical exercises” in 1817.42  
 Congregational minister Horace Bushnell, in his 1847 work Christian Nurture, 
also indicated a distinct softening of anti-Christmas feeling.  In his chapter “Plays and 
Pastimes, Holidays and Sundays,” he declared that religious festivals were particularly 
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valuable to children, such as Thanksgiving and Christmas, “one a festival of thanks for 
benefits of Providence, the other for the benefits of that super-natural Providence, which 
has given the world a Savior and a salvation.”43  Bushnell argued that “nothing will go 
further to remove the annoyance of a continual unsparing dry restraint upon the soul of 
childhood and produce a feeling as respects religion of its really genial character, than to 
have its festive and joyously commemorative days.”44  Bushnell acknowledged that such 
days could be abused by distinctly “unchristian behaviors,” and that it was much to be 
regretted that “the Christmas festival otherwise so beautiful and appropriate, taken as a 
Christian commemoration of the greatest fact of the world’s history has been commonly 
associated with traditional looseness and excess.”45  However, if Christmas was cleared 
entirely of “the excess and profane jollity by which it was made to commemorate 
anything and everything but Christ,”  then “they may give it to all friends of Christ as a 
day of universal observance.”46  
Bushnell was describing what he regarded as an ideal rather than an actual 
condition with regard to Christmas.  Apparently he was not ready himself to set 
Christmas alongside Thanksgiving as a church and household festival.  While the latter 
appears frequently in his daughter’s record of his life, the former, except for the account 
of the Christmas celebration at Saint Peter’s in 1845 which was found to be a “sad 
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compliment to the Savior,” was unmentioned until introduced by his grandson in 1875.47  
And yet, here and there Congregational churches during the 1850s were embracing 
recognition of Christmas.  In 1859 the church in Litchfield, Connecticut, ventured, not 
without protest, to install Christmas greens for the Sunday nearest the festival.  The 
evergreen cross that some daring soul had placed above the pulpit had to come down 
before the service began, but the rest of the decorations remained.48  
 The movement of the various denominations toward a general acceptance of 
Christmas was definitely underway by 1860.49  Christmas the holiday was returning to the 
descendants of the Puritans although Christmas the holy day was still viewed with 
distrust.  In Massachusetts, for example, “the day known as Christmas” was declared a 
bank holiday by the state Legislature in 1855.50  The next year, Christmas joined without 
qualification the category of a day when “business is to be suspended,” along with the 
Fourth of July, Thanksgiving Day and Washington’s Birthday.51  
 Such a shift in viewpoint with regard to Christmas was due to a variety of causes, 
including increased communication that brought in news of the holiday celebrations in 
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places like New York City to communities less given to Christmas festivities.52  
Publishing houses and other commercial concerns found the season a profitable one for 
advertising their wares.  Even while repudiating the observance of Christmas in its 
editorials, the Boston Recorder admitted advertisements of “elegant Christmas and New 
Year’s presents”53 and the Massachusetts Sabbath School Society made known its 
offering of books, tracts and cards as suitable gifts for the same holidays.54  New Year’s 
Day still stood as the principal day for gift giving, particularly in New England, but it 
tended to take second place as the middle of the century passed.  
 With regard to Christmas, this meant not so much a change in the official policies, 
as a growing recognition of the fact that the commemoration of the birth of Jesus had 
long-established churchly sanction behind it.  Attendance at church service on that day 
became popular even when it necessitated worshipping in a church of another 
denomination.  The Rev. George Richards, who came from Boston in 1860 to the 
Congregational Church at Litchfield, Connecticut, habitually attended services in the 
Protestant Episcopal Church on Christmas Day although his own church was closed, 
unless December 25 and Sunday coincided, and then his family hung up their stockings 
and exchanged their gifts on New Year’s Day.55  
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 The Well-Spring continued to give its readers Christmas stories and pictures, 
while at the same time instructed them carefully as to the exact status of the day among 
orthodox Congregationalists.  The issue for December 25, 1863 had on its cover a picture 
of a Christmas tree surrounded by a family group, and underneath appeared the title of an 
article called “Christmas” by “Cousin Lizzie.”56  The opening editorial, however, 
continued to argue that “since the Bible does not tell when Christ was born it is not 
necessary for us to know…The Roman Catholic Church, the Church of England and the 
Episcopal Church in our own country, observe the day by a solemn service; but most 
Protestants keep it as only a holiday.”57  As to the story itself, after references to Santa 
Claus, “who enters the house through the chimney and fills the stocking,” Cousin Lizzie 
duly explained that there is no such person; he is the creation of parents and other 
relatives who want to make the children happy.58  The article ended with an appeal for 
help to make all children happy: “We all ought to be so rejoiced that we have a Savior 
although we do not know the day He was born that it should be our aim to do what we 
can for everybody, especially for those who do no know as much about Him as we have 
been taught.”59  
By the 1870s, The Well-Spring was moving steadily in the direction of a complete 
acceptance of the day.  Christmas stories, no longer safeguarded by explanatory notes, 
told of Christmas trees and gifts, family gatherings and Christmas benevolence, and 
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inculcated lessons of generosity to others.  In another ten years, the opening article of the 
issue nearest to Christmas closed with: “I wonder if you ever thought, dear children, why 
we have Christmas trees and remember one another with gifts at this happy time.  You 
know our kind heavenly Father who is always giving us good things at this season many 
hundreds of years ago gave us the greatest and best gift of all even His dear Son to be our 
Savior.”60  Even in The Well-Spring, Christmas had become the birthday of Jesus. 
The Well-Spring continued to give its readers a variety of Christmas material that 
accepted whole-heartedly the religious implications involved in the day.  The December 
issues of the Pilgrim Elementary Teacher were full of stories, pageants, patterns, 
suggestions for gifts and services of worship, which might help the teacher and 
superintendent in the creation of a happy and Christian Christmas experience for the 
children of the church school.61  From 1910 on, Christmas plays and services based on the 
nativity or some symbolic interpretation of the Christmas message of unselfish devotion 
or aspiration were published by the Pilgrim Press.  These included The Wise Man’s Story: 
A Christmas Tale for Dreamers, published in 1916 by Albert Edward Bailey, Director of 
Religious Education at Worcester Academy, and Lecturer in Religious Education at 
Newton Theological Institution;62 and The Dwarf’s Spell: A Christmas Play, published in 
1912 by John Edgar Park, who had served as minister of Second Congregational Church 
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in West Newton, president of Wheaton College in Massachusetts, and Professor of the 
Theory of Worship at Boston University.63  
 
 
Ecumenism 
 
 
Congregationalists and The Federal Council of Churches 
  The Federal Council of Churches of Christ in America was an ecumenical 
association of Protestant denominations.  Founded in 1908, it merged with other 
ecumenical groups in 1950 to form the present-day National Council of Churches.  
Thirty-two denominations made up the original Federal Council, with the exclusion of 
the Roman Catholic Church, the Orthodox Church, and anti-Trinitarian groups such as 
the Unitarians.  The National Council of Congregational Churches was represented on the 
Federal Council from the beginning. Among the many Congregational clergy who 
contributed to the work of the Federal Council were: Washington Gladden, early leader 
of the Social Gospel movement and the Progressive movement; Josiah Strong, Secretary 
of the Evangelical Alliance and director of the American Institute of Social Service; 
Lyman Abbot, pastor of Brooklyn’s Plymouth Congregational Church and editor of the 
Congregational journal Outlook; Charles Dickinson, pastor of Berkeley Temple in 
Boston; Graham Taylor, president of Chicago Theological Seminary; Newman Smyth, 
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pastor of Center Church in New Haven; and Charles Sheldon, author of In His Steps and 
other Social Gospel novels.64   
 In 1936, a Committee on Worship appointed by the Federal Council published 
the document Seven Principles of Public Worship.  Influenced by both Von Ogden 
Vogt’s and Willard Sperry’s emphasis on objective worship, on worship as worship, not 
as entertainment, and on the importance of the arts, the seven principles were:  
 
1) The consciousness of the presence of the living God should determine the 
relevancy or irrelevancy of everything that is done in a public service of worship.  
2) Public worship is directed toward God as an objective reality outside of 
ourselves; it is “unto Him.”  Its primary reference is not to man but to God.  
3) The congregation should participate actively in worship.  
4) Worship is an activity within which preaching is to be regarded as a distinct 
function.  
5) The arts have a distinct function in aiding worship.  
6) The posture of reverence, both mental and physical, is essential to successful 
worship.  
7) The final test of effective worship is its Christian effect upon the everyday 
living of the worshippers.65   
 
The Seven Principles maintained that worship should be “directed toward God as 
an objective reality outside ourselves.”66  Anything that “dims or deflects” the 
worshiper’s “consciousness of the presence of the Living God” was a “hindrance to 
worship.”67  “The man who thinks of God as objectively real and overwhelmingly present 
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will certainly not do many of the things that minister and people now very generally do,” 
the committee explained.68  Common infractions included making worship “an occasion 
for the display of talent by preachers or musicians,” the intrusion of “human 
personalities” such as the preacher “on those whose minds and hearts are set on seeking 
God,” and “self-analysis of the feelings of the worshipers.”69  Moreover, “many hymns in 
common use, many prayers that are offered, reek with self-consciousness, and are self-
centered rather than God-centered.”70  Worship should be purely worship, not an 
“entertainment for the purpose of interesting people in religious things.”71  Worshipers 
also needed to reform their demeanor.  Laity as well as clergy needed to behave 
reverently; they were admonished not to “move about hastily and in an undignified 
manner” or to “be noisy or chat cozily” with others.72  
 The Committee on Worship felt strongly that worship was a corporate activity in 
which worshipers had to participate actively.  The committee cautioned that worship 
materials should “be familiar enough for the congregation to use them without 
awkwardness.”73  They particularly commended “the great simple prayers and responses 
of the past” rooted in “the deep need of human nature and the rich experience of centuries 
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of Christian communion with God.”74  These prayers were superior to the typical modern 
composition, which was “inadequate in rhythm, dignity and force.”75  When reformed in 
this way, the worship of God should be regarded as the very center of the life of the 
church.  “All other phases of church effort,” the committee explained, including both 
evangelism and social reform, “stand in the same relation to Public Worship as spokes to 
the hub of the wheel.”76  
 During the following year of 1937, The Federal Council of Churches’ Committee 
on Worship, under the leadership of Methodist Episcopal churchman Fred Winslow 
Adams, published The Christian Year as a “suggestive guide to those congregations 
which have not had the practice of observing any church year at all.”77  The preface cited 
“the rising interest in planning the worship of the Church so as to include all the cardinal 
aspects of Christian faith and life in the course of each year” as the rationale for the 
resource’s publication.78  The aim of the booklet was to help churches “eliminate 
haphazard or spasmodic methods, and guide the worshipping congregation into a fuller 
appreciation of the whole heritage of the Church and the full range of Christian 
experience.”79  Days such as Race Relations Sunday, Christian Unity Sunday, Rural Life 
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Sunday, and Children’s Day were added to the calendar.  The most distinctive feature, in 
the view of the Committee, was the incorporation of the new season of Kingdomtide, to 
run from the last Sunday of August to Advent. “It is an original element which affords 
the occasion for emphasizing aspects of citizenship in Christ’s Kingdom in their relation 
to contemporary life.”80  The Committee on Worship believed that the Christian year, 
“long observed by leading communions, is too valuable a heritage to be longer neglected; 
and that its renewal and general observance by all Protestant bodies will have increasing 
spiritual value and play an important part in Christian unity.”81  Advantages to celebrating 
the Christian year in this way included:  
 
1) vital suggestions for greater beauty, variety, and reality in public worship;  
2) has significant possibilities for systematic, timely, and scriptural preaching;  
3) holds valuable suggestions for the commemoration of historic days, seasons, and 
personalities;  
4) gives guidance for daily devotions and Bible reading;  
5) helps in the better ordering of church activities;  
6) focuses the goal of the Church on the coming of the Kingdom and the building of a 
more Christian world.82 
 
The influence of reformers such as Vogt and Sperry can be seen in these 
statements on the Christian year as well as the Seven Principles of Public Worship.  They 
and others sought to replace Protestants’ focus on ethics and the immanence of God with 
an emphasis on transcendence and the importance of religious experience.  Books on 
public worship flourished between 1925 and 1945, most, if not all, influenced by both 
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Vogt and Sperry.  In 1929, Congregational minister Edwin Byington, who taught liturgy 
at Gordon College and edited a monthly column in The Congregationalist about church 
music, wrote in his book The Quest for Experience in Worship that the main question 
ministers asked each other had changed from, “What have you been preaching lately?” 
to, “What changes are you making in your order of worship?”83  Byington felt that public 
worship was the best of the fine arts, and he used the model of Isaiah 6 that Vogt claimed 
to have introduced.  He, like Sperry, strove toward a proper balance between objective 
and subjective worship.  He argued that the worship of the typical Protestant churchgoer 
in the United States was largely subjective, where it ought to be chiefly objective.  While 
he saw a growing desire in Protestant churches for more of the objective element in 
worship, he was concerned that if it became wholly objective, “it runs the risk of 
becoming cold.”84  Byington maintained that older liturgical forms were both “the best” 
and “closest to the living Christ,” and worshipers would be compelled, through 
observance of the church year, to “think of time and eternity in relation to Jesus Christ.”85 
Chicago Theological Seminary’s Albert W. Palmer, also a Congregational 
minister, wrote The Art of Conducting Public Worship in 1939, and Aids to Worship: A 
Handbook for Public and Private Devotions in 1944.  Like Vogt, Sperry, and Byington, 
he believed that “[t]he conduct of public worship is probably the weakest point in the 
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ordinary Protestant church.”86  He also used Vogt’s example of Isaiah 6 as a pattern of 
worship, along with the Lord’s Prayer and Saint Francis de Sales’ Introduction to a 
Devout Life.87 
Palmer also underscored the importance of the architectural setting of Christian 
worship.  He maintained that it was not as a “classicist,” or a “gothicist,” or a 
“modernist” that one must approach problems of architectural setting, but as a 
“liturgist.”88  The questions Palmer proposed each minister ask himself about worship are 
still applicable today:  
 
1) Is worship a sincere outreach toward God and an act of real self-dedication on 
the part of the leader and the worshipers?   
2) Does it hold attention and command respect and participation by the 
congregation?   
3) Does it make adequate and effective use of sound psychology, recognized 
liturgical principles, good music and the vast treasure house of worship material 
in the Bible, in the world’s devotional literature and poetry and in the resources of 
symbolism, color, movement, architecture, lights and silence?89    
 
Richard H. Ritter, another Congregational minister, also authored several books 
concerning worship and the arts, including The Arts of the Church, published in 1947.  
He pulled no punches in arguing that “much of the final success or failure of Christianity 
will depend upon on how well Christians understand and practice the arts of worship.  Art 
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is more than a mere adjunct to life.  It is more than a handmaid to the Church.  It is more 
than tinsel or decoration.  It is something fundamental, build into the very stuff of our 
religion.”90  There would always be caveats around the Puritan heritage, however.  Ritter 
understood that “true spirituality needs no symbols.”91  He knew that “hundreds of 
churches are now caught up in a movement once again to restore strength and beauty to 
the sanctuary of God,” and that written prayers, altars, vestments, candles, drama, and 
pictures are being once more brought forth.”92  He warned against this movement 
“leading us back to the fundamental evils our ancestors sought to escape.  Churches must 
realize the necessity of thinking through the theological implications of altars, crosses, 
statues, pictures, hymns, prayers, rites, before giving them use.”93 
 
 
Congregational-Episcopal Relations 
 
A running thread through this study is the relationship between the 
Congregationalism and Anglicanism.  While the Puritans in England and the colonies 
wanted to separate themselves as much as possible from the Church of England, in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the American Congregationalists had no such 
compunction.  On the contrary, the attempted Congregational-Episcopal Concordat of the 
1920s pairs with the influence of Protestant Episcopal worship practices on 
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Congregational worship to suggest that the relationship between the two denominations 
was cordial enough to make any Puritan of the sixteenth century nervous. 
In 1887, Gail Hamilton, a Congregational lay person and author, published an 
article in the North American Review entitled “Why I am a Congregationalist.”94  
Hamilton argued that that “we who worship God with simple rites are too apt to sneer at 
ceremonials more minute and numerous than our own; but all ceremonial is of human 
origin, of mans’ device.”95   Hamilton went on to state that while the “ceremonies and 
vestments of the Protestant Episcopal Church and the altar and incense of the Roman 
Catholic Church, are sometimes pictured as pompous, worldly, not to say wicked 
additions to the simplicity, corruptions of the purity, of the true Church of Christ, they are 
not necessarily wicked or wanton.”96  As a result, in the late nineteenth century even 
some Congregational lay members were appreciating the ceremonies of the Protestant 
Episcopal and Roman Catholic Churches, and were able to work out their own rationale 
for acceptance of vestments and rites that would have been anathema to their Puritan 
ancestors.  Hamilton agreed with the Puritan understanding that “Christ ordained no mitre 
or chasuble, cope or cassock,”97 but he also did not ordain “the chorister, or the cushioned 
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pews, or the silver communion tankards of the Congregational churches.”98  Hamilton 
affirmed that if “these ancient rites” were able to be an aid to devotion and reverence, if 
some worshipers were receptive to “the solemn ceremonial of the Roman Catholic and 
the Episcopal churches, pure and devout Congregationalism has with this no quarrel.”99 
Another Congregationalist who had a deep respect for the Protestant Episcopal 
tradition was the Rev. Lyman Abbott.  He was initially a lawyer, but was ordained a 
Congregational minister in 1860.  After serving churches in Indiana and New York City, 
he worked in the publishing industry as an associate editor at Harper’s Magazine.  He 
was the co-editor of The Christian Union with Henry Ward Beecher from 1876 to 1881. 
Abbott later succeeded Beecher in 1888 as pastor of Plymouth Church, Brooklyn.100 He 
also wrote the official biography of Beecher and edited his papers. 
When Abbott came to Plymouth Church to be installed as minister, 
Congregational clergy attended the examinations and services as expected, but also 
present were Episcopal clergy from the area as honorary members of the council, a 
relatively new practice, as occasions such as these were understood to be for 
Congregationalists only.  Rev.  E. Winchester Donald, pastor of the Episcopal Church of 
the Ascension in New York City, spoke at the event and gave great credit to the 
Congregational church:  
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When I think of the great services which the Congregational churches have 
rendered to the Episcopal Church, it seems to me we have been a little tardy in 
acknowledging our debt. You have educated almost a third of our ministers, and if 
all our bishops would own where they got whatever knowledge they have, fully 
one-third would say that they got it from sources that are non-Episcopal. It seems 
to me we cannot be too strong in our expressions of gratitude to what the 
Congregational Church has done toward the Protestant Episcopal Church.101 
 
Abbott’s admiration for the Episcopal Church can also be seen in the hymnal he 
published in 1894, The Plymouth Hymnal: For the Church, the Social Meeting, and the 
Home.  This hymnal contained orders of worship as well as psalms set to Anglican 
chants, in four harmonized parts.  This was a remarkable development for Congregational 
rendering of the psalms in worship. Abbott wrote in the preface to the hymnal that no 
new liturgies were constructed for this hymnal: “the services suggested have, in the main, 
been simply abridged and adapted from the Orders of Service most familiar to 
Congregational worshipers – that hallowed by long usage in the Protestant Episcopal 
Church.”102  This was a rather surprising statement for a Congregational minister.  It is 
not entirely clear how or why Abbott saw Congregationalists as particularly familiar with 
Protestant Episcopal worship, but one theory could be that Congregational and Episcopal 
congregations in urban areas held joint services at some point. Another possibility is that, 
just as certain Methodists saw the Episcopal Church’s liturgy as a model for a more 
sophisticated form, so at this time did Abbott and other Congregationalists.103 
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A further step taken along the road of Congregational-Episcopal relations was the 
short-lived Congregational-Episcopal Concordat, spearheaded on the Congregational side 
by Rev. Newman Smyth.  After serving as a lieutenant in the Union Army during the 
Civil War, Smyth graduated from Andover Theological Seminary in 1867 and was 
ordained in 1868.  In his later years, Smyth was increasingly active in the beginnings of 
the ecumenical movement. He saw the church evolving toward a higher perfection, in 
which the historic divisions of Christianity would be overcome in a grander 
catholicism.104  He looked to Roman Catholic modernism as a model for the future 
development of a progressive, ecumenical Protestantism. In 1913, he chaired a delegation 
that visited nonconforming churches in England to promote a World Conference of 
Christian Faith and Order, and, from 1915 onward, he was a member of the Commission 
of Comity, Federation, and Unity of the National Council of Congregational Churches.  
  In 1910, Dr. Smyth was appointed chairman of a Special Committee of the 
National Council of Congregational Churches to receive unity overtures from the 
Episcopal Church. In this capacity he became a member of the Advisory Committee 
(made up of representatives from several denominations) to the Episcopal Church’s 
Commission on the World Conference on Faith and Order, and for many years worked 
constructively towards the first Faith and Order Conference which finally took place two 
years after his death.105 It was in the interest of the Faith and Order Conference that 
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Smyth was appointed head of a Deputation to the Non-Anglican Churches of Great 
Britain in 1914. The Deputation not only presented to the British Free Churches the 
proposed Conference, but also, unexpectedly, opened the way to unprecedented 
consultations between them and the Church of England.106 
After some years of close association with Episcopal Church leaders, Newman 
Smyth gradually came to suspect that they were more inclined to talk about unity than to 
take concrete steps to make it a reality. He therefore pushed forward two practical 
proposals (the Lenox Proposals and the Appeal) that he felt would oblige the Episcopal 
Church to act and demonstrate its good faith.  He also believed that either one of the 
proposals, if implemented, might in time help bring about unity among all the 
churches.107 
The Lenox Proposals imagined the merger of certain aspects of the parish 
programs of two local churches, Congregational and Episcopal, in the Massachusetts 
town of that name.  In December of 1914, the ministers of the two churches outlined their 
proposals and sought the “consideration and decision” of their respective denominational 
authorities, which included Newman Smyth as chairman of the Congregational 
Commission on Unity. Specifically, the Proposals called for: “combining Sunday 
Schools; merging men clubs; combining choirs; uniting for worship on special holy days, 
in mid-week and Sunday evening services throughout the year, and on Sunday mornings 
from November 1 through May 1, and sponsoring joint Bible and mission study 
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classes.”108  While the Congregationalists approved the proposals, the Episcopalians 
passed the proposals from one committee and commission to another, until, for lack of 
action, they died in committee. 
Meanwhile, the United States had become involved in World War I, and it struck 
Newman Smyth that the whole Church of Jesus Christ should be represented to men in 
the armed forces.  The Episcopal Church was the major denomination represented in 
military chaplaincy at that time, and Smyth advocated for chaplains to be jointly 
commissioned, ordained, or consecrated by all the churches together.109  He therefore 
drew up an Appeal to All Our Fellow-Believers in All the Churches with the proposition: 
 
as a war measure we should put in cantonments, in regiments, and on battleships 
chaplains and ministers, from whatever church they may come, commissioned not 
by their communion only, but by joint ordination or consecration sent forth with 
whatever authority and grace the whole Church of God may confer, bearing no 
mark upon them but the sign of the Cross.110   
 
The Appeal was signed by over a hundred prominent persons, clerical and lay, of 
many denominations, including bishops and clergy of the Episcopal Church.  However, 
the House of Bishops rejected the appeal because “[a]s in the civil sphere, so in the 
ecclesiastical, a patched up peace, not resting on any sure foundations, however 
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immediately alluring, would be provocative of fresh misunderstandings and 
separations.”111 
 In an article in the December 7, 1907 edition of The New York Times, Smyth 
argued that Protestantism had utterly lost the unity of the church.  He saw the Roman 
Church as a strong cable, with “one end of which was bound to the Eternal Power and the 
other fastened to the whole mechanism of human life.  It controlled the world and it 
moved it whither it would.”112  The Protestant end of the rope, to Smyth’s mind: 
 
frayed out in many threads.  No single strand is strong enough to move the whole 
social mechanism; at best one thread may move only a few wheels. There is 
coming a new Catholicism for our Protestant faith.  For us no one Church, no one 
faith, is big enough to hold a Christian man. among the Protestant Churches may 
in the new order meet and complete each other.  We shall hold our own fidelities 
in the larger loyalty of the greater faith.113 
  
The examples of Gail Hamilton, Lyman Abbott, and Newman Smyth indicate that 
there were some Congregationalists interested in ecumenism and unity, which had 
implications for the observance of the church year.  If some Congregationalists were 
willing to explore the possibility of uniting with Episcopalianism or with Rome (moving 
180 degrees from their Puritan ancestors), then presumably they would be willing to 
embrace a broader and ecumenical liturgical calendar. 
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Changing Views of the Church 
 
 In an article in The Christian Century provocatively titled, “Where Rome is 
Right,” Congregational minister John Scotford, editor of the Congregational journal 
Advance, identified two things worshipers gained from a “liturgical” worship service: “an 
awareness of the presence of God” and a sense of incorporation into “an institution which 
appears to be both universal and eternal.”114  David Bains assessed these factors as the 
two major reasons Protestants turned to liturgy in the 1920s and 1930s.115   
   The beginnings of this turn to a more formal liturgy can be seen in an article 
published in 1901 by Congregationalist Waldo Pratt on “The Liturgical Responsibility of 
Non-Liturgical Churches.”  He stated that in popular speech “non-liturgical churches” are 
those whose theory and practice of public worship do not involve a fixed and prescribed 
ritual of language and action published in a manual or book.116  He adopted this popular 
sense of the phrase, applying it especially to those various branches of American 
Protestantism (e.g. Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Methodists and Baptists) whose 
ritual forms in public worship were neither mandated nor formally recorded in a worship 
book.117  Pratt also used “liturgical” in a stricter sense:  
 
All methods of conducting public worship in any of its parts, with whatever 
historic traditions and doctrinal prepossessions, constitute what may properly be 
                                                
114 John Scotford, “Where Rome Is Right,” Christian Century 68 (July 4, 1951): 794. 
 
115 David Bains, “The Liturgical Impulse,” 91. 
 
116 Waldo Seldon Pratt, “The Liturgical Responsibility of Non-Liturgical Churches,” The 
American Journal of Theology 5 no. 4 (October, 1901): 641. 
 
117 Ibid. 
 
  187 
called liturgies.  Inasmuch as public worship in some form is an institution 
peculiar to the church, necessary to its existence, expressive of its character, and 
definitive of it as a social fact, all churches are really “liturgical,” in spite of their 
diversity of doctrinal theory and of outward ceremony.118   
 
As a result, even those churches that were popularly called “non-liturgical” had 
“liturgical responsibilities.”119  
Pratt argued that the first responsibility of “non-liturgical churches” is one that 
they share with other churches: to magnifying and dignify public worship as one of the 
great institutions of Christianity.  “This would not need urging, were it not that freedom 
from liturgical prescription and the stateliness of usage that it is apt to encourage has 
often bred such indifference and negligence that the historic eminence of public worship 
in the economy of the church has been endangered or lost by default.”120  Pratt added a 
second responsibility of “non-liturgical” churches, which was for them to take their part 
in finding a solution to “the perpetual liturgical problem of preserving continuity of 
historic usage, while at the same time adequately meeting the exigencies of modern 
conditions.”121  
  The understanding was growing in Protestantism that worship needed to be the 
center of the church’s life.  Social service, fellowship, education, and recreation were 
important activities that the church should provide, but these activities could also be 
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provided by other institutions.  Worship alone was the church’s “distinctive office.”122 
Congregational minister George Fiske claimed that without worship the church would 
cease to be “a real church of God” and become simply “a social club, or settlement 
[house], or lecture bureau.”123  
As Willard Sperry explained, the ideal liturgical forms showed the worshiper that 
his own thoughts and struggles were the same as those of Christians in ages past.  “In 
saying out adequately and beautifully what is true of all sorts and conditions of 
Christians,” public worship provided “the social confirmation which classic art always 
gives to real life.”124   In the same way, Von Ogden Vogt looked to stately and formal 
liturgies linked to the historic tradition of the church as a means of overcoming the 
modernization and fragmentation of modern society.  He opposed the “notorious” 
religious disunity of America and looked to a new era of religious art, worship, and 
architecture that would heal “fractured man and his confusions.”125 
 Some believed that while a pastor might wisely use the most modern methods to 
administer his congregation, he should not wear a business suit and offer modern prayer 
on a convention hall platform.  Instead, vested in a gown, or perhaps a cassock, surplice, 
and stole, he should offer the ancient prayers of the church from a lectern or prayer 
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desk.126 In a book of advice for pastors, Congregational minster and the future best-
selling author of The Robe Lloyd C. Douglas explained to his colleagues, “we have 
disgusted our potential constituency with our unwitting want of reverence.”  One minister 
in Douglas’ story began his Sunday service by saying:  
 
‘Shall we not open our service of worship this morning, by singing that grand old 
hymn of the church, number one hundred and forty-five, “Oh God, the Rock of 
Ages,” to the tune “Miriam” which you will find on the left-hand page, the full 
text being on the right-hand page, however.  Let us all join heartily in the singing 
of this hymn, the one hundred and forty-fifth.’127  
 
It was, Douglas contended, better for a person’s spiritual well-being “that he 
should go out, Sunday morning, and watch the river, than to go to some church where the 
music is so ugly it positively frightens one, and the preacher talks to the Great Unseen as 
if he were chatting with his next-door neighbor over the back fence.”128  
 
The Liturgical Year as a Way Toward Unity 
The Federal Council of Churches looked to the liturgical year as a way in which 
churches could come together in an ecumenical relationship.  The Council took its cue 
from writers such as Vogt, who argued from the perspective of both a local church pastor 
and someone who sought to discover more fully the relationship between liturgy and 
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beauty.  Vogt also saw beauty as a way toward ecumenism, and argued that beauty is 
desirable and good, and “the religion of Protestantism stands profoundly in need of 
realizing it.”129  He was firm in his opinion that “[t]here cannot be an age of great artistic 
brilliance until we reach a more nearly harmonious faith.”130  He expressed that he was 
“unhappy and deeply disquieted amidst the discord in the religious world. I wish I could 
have mental fellowship with the Catholics: I wish I could have it with more of my 
Protestant brethren: not merely for the easement of my own aesthetic discomfort, but for 
the sake of countless others. There can be no cure for many souls until we are 
together.”131 
 Protestant liturgical reformers began to see liturgies less as dignified traditions 
that helped the individual worshiper become aware of the presence of God, and more as 
means of enabling worshipers to participate as a community in the proclamation of God’s 
word and the celebration of his work in Christ through the sacraments.  Thus the 
Protestant “liturgical impulse,” to use Bains’ term, began to include the ecumenical 
liturgical movement.  
 A Congregational ecumenical perspective was seen even earlier in the writings of 
Rev. Daniel Merriman, pastor of the Central Church in Worcester, Massachusetts from 
1878 to 1910.  Merriman wrote an article for the Andover Review in 1890 concerning the 
Congregational use of the Christian year.  He argued that one of the greatest of the 
“undeveloped, or imperfectly and irregularly developed,” functions of the Congregational 
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churches was worship, and that the inheritance that came down from the Puritans was 
“meagre and forbidding, putting us out of sympathy with historic Christianity.”132 
Merriman noted that in recent years this defect had been generally recognized, and 
sincere attempts had been made to remedy it, however, “not all of them [were] marked by 
historical knowledge, good taste, or liturgical feeling.”133  
In connection with this, Merriman added, there had sprung up a general 
observance of Christmas and Easter “and this in the face of the most pronounced 
traditions of the elders.” 134  He felt that the religious observance of these two festivals 
has taken a very strong hold on Congregational churches with high attendance and 
greater attention at these services.135 Acknowledging these days in the Christian year 
yielded certain spiritual advantages since they could counter the “loss caused by the 
overworking of the dogmatic side of Christianity.”136  Churches had a hunger for worship, 
for the personal and historical aspects of Christianity, and that this was a “helpful and 
hopeful sign. It is the child of the Puritan entering into the inheritance which his fathers 
unfortunately felt themselves compelled to leave.”137 
Merriman saw the observance of the Christian year as a way in which to unite 
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with other Christians, and if Congregationalists shared the beliefs of Christmas and 
Easter, they might go further and celebrate Advent, Lent, and Holy Week as well.138 
Congregationalists  would “surrender nothing worthy as Congregationalists by thus 
uniting with our brethren.”139  
Merriman asserted that the observance of the Christian year was stimulated by 
fresh interest in the life of Christ, and would “fix attention on that which is simple, 
primary, and essential to the faith.”140 In this way the Christian year would bring 
Christians out of the abstractions of theory and opinion into “the region of life.”141 
Observance of the Christian year would relieve congregations of what he saw as “that 
uncertain, restless, and arbitrary way of arranging for special services and periods of 
religious activity which is often now so distracting and wasteful.”142 He also felt that if 
there was going to be an emphasis on evangelism in the churches, “let these efforts not be 
made suddenly by fits and starts, at odd and accidental times, but regularly and soberly in 
connection with these occasions of the Christian year.”143 
Another advantage to the use of the Christian year, according to Merriman, was 
that it would be a check on the “constant craze for new organizations, and original 
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methods and fresh appliances for Christian work.”144 He also felt the use of the Christian 
year would be an advantage for the Sunday School and a bit of help for the pastor since it 
would allow for a “systematic study of the life of Christ, the history of the church, and 
the meaning of faith in connection with the festivals of the Christian year.”145 
Merriman then turned to answer several objections that arose to any further 
observance of the Christian year.  One was that such observances were still seen as 
suspicious “in the minds of most Congregationalists of such observance, and a prejudice 
against the churches that practice that observance, and that such dislike and prejudice are 
natural, and mean something from the point of view of our history.”146 Merriman’s 
answer was that this “dislike and prejudice” had not kept Congregational churches from 
observing Christmas and Easter, and this same prejudice should not keep churches aloof 
from the observation of the Christian year.147 Another objection Merriman responded to 
was that the observance of the Christian year “makes formal and unspiritual Christians, 
who stay themselves much upon times, seasons, and services, but lack moral earnestness 
and vital religion.”148 He answered this objection by saying that absence of regular times 
and methods of worship does not necessarily produce piety, nor does their presence 
necessarily hinder it.149  
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Merriman ended with a few practical suggestions respecting the observance of the 
Christian year in Congregational churches that resonates with pastoral ministry in the 
twenty-first century; i.e., do not take on too much at first: 
 
To the observance of Christmas and Easter, as now established in most of our 
churches, add Ash Wednesday, Good Friday, and Whitsunday, with an effort 
through the whole of Lent to make the Sunday services and the week-day meeting 
tell upon the great themes of repentance and faith. Passion Week might well be 
observed by a daily service. Yet care should be taken not to overwork, or run too 
far ahead of the people, but to keep their interest at every step.150  
 
He also suggested partnering with a neighboring church, possibly a 
Congregational church, if convenient. “[B]ut better still, a liberal-minded Methodist, 
Baptist, or Episcopal flock, and if you can succeed thus in getting one or two other 
denominations to combine in a few services only, you will find out some new and blessed 
things as to the power of Christ in human hearts, and the meaning of the phrase, 
‘Communion of Saints.’”151   
This perspective from a local pastor in the Congregational Church in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is indicative of the shifts that occurred within the 
larger culture and within Congregationalism itself. This included changes in the 
observance of Sunday and the rise of national holidays, the influence of the Sunday 
School, the shifting relationship between Congregationalists and Episcopalians, and the 
changes in the place of religion in American culture.  The next chapter will see these 
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shifts and influences played out in resources for the liturgical year produced by the 
National Council of Congregational Churches. 
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Chapter Five 
 
Congregational Resources for the Liturgical Year  
Published resources with materials for the Christian year grew in number from the 
late nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century as part of a general scheme 
towards the “improvement” of Congregational worship.  Some of these materials had 
official sanction from the national body, while others came from a variety of other 
Congregational sources.  The impetus for these publications came from the work of the 
National Council of Congregational Churches, whose 1865 report on worship (as 
mentioned in Chapter 2) led the way for serious reflection upon a theology of worship  
The 1865 report on worship, principally authored by Daniel Noyes and Henry 
Martyn Dexter, specifically highlighted two considerations.  First, worship was an act of 
adoration and praise.  Worship was due to God, and therefore  it was “essential that every 
Church render a pure and acceptable worship before the throne of Divine Majesty.”1  
There was a sense of regret on the part of Noyes and Dexter that this type of reverence 
was too often absent in worship.  In order to worship God in this manner, one must be “in 
love with infinite excellence” and, like the saints, be so filled with a sense of holiness of 
God that one’s “feelings burst forth” in expression of praise.2  The second consideration 
was that if this first ideal was not reached, then worship itself should be a means toward 
such “edification of its members in the divine love” as can lead toward that end.3 
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“Sabbath services have in this sense a clear pragmatic value, and in this imperfect world 
their function is to edify, that is, to lead persons not only in mind, but also in heart and 
soul, to a level of experience that transcends the mundane and is fulfilled in the 
glorification of God.”4 
 The authors believed that all elements within the regular weekly gatherings for 
worship should contribute to this goal: “There is power of edification in the direct words 
of Scripture as heard in worship; records of the divine dealings, breathings of penitence, 
prayer and thanksgiving, and the story of redemption, and particularly in an expressive 
reading, which re-clothes the sacred words with their original life.”5  Here the authors 
wanted even more, and recommended to congregations the chanting of the Psalms as the  
ancient songs of the church, for “it requires the strength of a great multitude to bear into 
our hearts the weight and sense of these words of God.”6  However, Noyes and Dexter 
also saw much value in other texts for congregational singing, and the report spoke of the 
“mighty power of edification and persuasion” found in hymns that “our churches and 
their schools have only begun to realize.”7  Such music was particularly valuable as an 
instrument of evangelization, for it could bring unchurched children into the Sunday 
School and their parents into the sanctuary.8 
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“The Improvement of Public Worship” 
As discussed in Chapter 2, there were no responses or follow-up on the 1865 
report, or any mention of worship at subsequent National Council meetings until 
approximately twenty years later, in 1886.  At that National Council meeting, the 
Minnesota General Association submitted a petition to the National Council requesting 
that a council committee be named to give “thought and study to the subject of proper 
methods of expressing worship.”  While the Minnesota Association maintained the right 
of every Congregational church to determine its own form of worship, they stressed that 
“great benefit might come to every church from the suggestions of a body of reverend 
and learned men in our communion, after they had given their common thought and study 
to the subject of proper methods of expressing worship.”9 The petition was approved, and 
a committee was chosen to consider the matter of the improvement of public worship, to 
collect facts concerning changes already made in many churches in the order and 
enlargement of the service of worship, to make suggestions for worship’s further 
enrichment, and and to report at the next session of the National Council.10  Three 
clergymen were appointed to this new Committee on the Improvement of Public 
Worship: Rev. Charles H. Richards of Wisconsin; Rev. Samuel H. Virgin of New York; 
and Rev. J. Eames Rankin of New Jersey.11  The chair of the committee, Charles Richards 
served several congregations in his career, among them First Church in Madison, 
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Wisconsin, where he was pastor for twenty-three years. Richards wrote and edited several 
books, including Songs of Christian Praise with Music: A Manual of Worship for Public, 
Social and Private Devotion (1880), and it seems likely that this publication is the reason 
he was selected to chair the Improvement of Public Worship Committee in 1886.  
Songs of Christian Praise with Music was identified in the subtitle as a “manual,” 
but it is essentially a hymnal, with the only other resources for worship being responsive 
readings of the Psalms.  Richards stated in the preface that in order to “secure the active 
participation of an entire congregation in public worship, there must be an abundance of 
books. The peoples’ Book of Worship, then, ought to be a compact hand-book, small 
enough to carry and hold easily, cheap enough for everybody to buy, good enough to 
satisfy a high and cultivated taste, and containing within its lids everything needed for 
use in public worship.”12  In the days before the publication of the Pilgrim Hymnal, this 
hymnal was, as was the one brought out by Lyman Abbott, produced from a desire to 
provide hymns of “high and cultivated taste” to Congregational churches. 
At the next meeting of the National Council, held in Worcester, Massachusetts, in 
1889, Charles Richards presented a report on “The Improvement of Worship” on behalf 
of the Committee on Worship, which included a survey of existing worship practices as 
well as suggestions for enrichment.  The report began with the affirmation that a 
movement for the improvement of the mode of worship “in our non-liturgical churches” 
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was very much needed.13  Richards felt that the Puritan reaction to the methods of the 
English Church of the sixteenth century was extreme, although their dedication to their 
cause was to be honored and celebrated by their descendants in the faith:  
 
They would have no splendid church architecture; only the four bare walls of a 
plain meeting-house.  They would have no fine music; nothing but a rugged 
Psalm of Sternhold and Hopkins, set to some sober and often dismal tune.  The 
Bible must not be read in church, lest it should countenance the idea that the priest 
might dole out to the people such portions of Scripture as he chose, when the 
Bible was the people's book. We, who enjoy the liberty they won at such sacrifice, 
honor them for their heroic resolution.14   
  
However, Richards also argued that the Puritans were fallible, and he felt that it was not 
necessary to strip the service of worship down to such an extent.  According to Richards, 
others felt the same way, and about the middle of the last century “cautiously began to 
introduce the public reading of the Scriptures.”15  The innovation held its own and other 
changes followed, “until the meager service of Cotton Mather’s day, which consisted 
simply of two prayers, a psalm sung, the sermon, and a benediction, was amplified before 
the middle of this century to include an anthem, three prayers, three metrical hymns, a 
Scripture reading, a sermon, and a benediction.”16 
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 At this point, said Richards, many thought the movement ought to stop lest 
more development risk “ritualism.”17   
Yet, others were ready to welcome whatever might more fitly express or develop the 
worship of the congregation, even if they came from other parts of the Christian tradition:  
 
They saw that the majestic and heart-touching liturgies of our neighbor churches are 
entirely dissociated from their ecclesiastical systems of government, and that, in the 
exercise of that freedom which is our boast, we are quite at liberty to take from the 
liturgical portions of Scripture, or from the wealth of material which the service books of 
the Christian Church in many ages can furnish, anything which can healthfully kindle the 
sensibilities or more adequately voice the worship of the people.18   
 
 
Richards noted that churches began to experiment, and that the Sunday Schools led the 
way in responsive readings and united prayers.19    
 The use of historic prayers of the church was recommended as well, for “we are 
quite at liberty to borrow what we please from the treasured wealth of the world’s 
liturgies.”20  The congregation might even speak some of those prayers in unison, such as 
the General Confession or the General Thanksgiving from The Book of Common Prayer.  
A considerable liturgical distance had been traveled since the early days of the Puritans. 
 Here is evidence of a tension discussed in the previous chapter: the changing 
and complicated relationship between the Congregationalists and Episcopalians.  There is 
a sense that in their desire to “more adequately voice the worship of the people,” 
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Richards and others leaned toward Anglican ritual and perhaps further away from their 
own history as Congregationalists.  The records of the meeting do not seem to indicate 
that was much controversy or discussion during the meeting about the implications for 
Congregationalism if they simply took up Anglican chant and other Anglican types of 
worship and did not confront the implications for their own denomination and its history.   
 The majority of the Committee on Worship’s report included a survey of existing 
worship practices as well as suggestions for enrichment.  The main elements of the “old” 
order of Sabbath morning worship remained largely in place: invocation, hymn, Scripture 
reading, prayer, notices, hymn, sermon, prayer, hymn, and benediction.21  But to this 
common pattern many items had been added.22  Drawing upon fifteen hundred replies to 
questionnaires send to Congregational churches, the report described the more recent  
practices:  
To open the service, 913 churches used the doxology; 61 used a Scripture 
sentence or call to praise, and 64 placed a psalm chanted by the congregation 
either at or near the service’s beginning.  Within the service, 1,016 used a 
responsive reading from scripture, 993 included an anthem by a choir, 941 
gathered an offering in a manner constituting a religious exercise, 538 recited the 
Lord’s Prayer in unison, 365 sang the Gloria Patri, 59 employed written prayers, 
and 49 included a reading of the Apostles’ Creed.  In some churches there were 
also regular readings of the Decalogue, or the Beatitudes.23   
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Finally, “Two churches, as a relief from the strain of attention and the weariness of sitting 
still, have singing in the middle of the sermon, and one pastor follows his sermon with a 
few moments of silent prayer.”24 
 Some churches also reported holding evening services, but these were more 
subject to variety in content than the morning services.  The evening services tended to be  
shorter and less formal, although preaching continued to be a mainstay.25  Their emphasis 
was more evangelistic, with added time given to music, particularly congregational 
singing.  In some cases, the report added, churches adapted their evening services 
especially to the young.26 
 In its analysis of the nature and purpose of worship, the report urged a balance 
between worship’s “didactic” and “liturgic” elements.27  The effort to improve worship 
was not to lose the teaching aspect that it had long contained: “Eternal truths are 
communicated through the preaching of the Word, and the service with its prayers and 
hymns can ‘prepare the mind and heart’ for their consideration and reception.”28  
However, “it is cause for rejoicing that recent improvements in worship have made the 
church more emphatically a house of prayer and a house of praise, instead of a mere 
lecture hall…as it has sometimes been.”29 
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  Further improvement could come by enriching the quality of music in the service.  
Gospel hymns had served an important purpose and could continue to do so, but they 
were to be restricted to “evangelistic work” and only “sparingly used in the ordinary 
service of the church.”30  In order to maintain high standards, efforts were to be made “to 
cultivate the taste of members so that the noblest music could be employed.”31  The 
“praise songs of the church universal,” such as the Gloria Patri, the Gloria in Excelsis, the 
Sanctus, and the Te Deum, might be introduced and the congregation encouraged to 
participate.32  In fact, congregational participation was most important of all, “for this act 
of praise must be an act of all the people.”33  Congregational singing also was to be led by 
a strong choir, and the report recommended that “there might even be rehearsals, as some 
churches have prior to prayer meetings, for the congregation’s preparation of music for 
the Sabbath.”34 
  As to prayers, the pastoral prayer was seen as the most important in the service, 
which “in the old times wore the forbidding name of the “long prayer,” a name, we trust, 
now forever banished.”35  This prayer on behalf of the people should be carefully planned 
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out, “reverential, simple, comprehensive, and pertinent to the needs of the people.”36  
Attention to the length of the prayer was encouraged: “tedious prolixity here is an evil to 
be radically reformed. The nineteenth century cannot pray longer than ten minutes. It can 
keep its head down longer, but it will not be in a spirit of devotion.”37  This concern about 
the “long prayer” would come up again; it is possible that shorter prayers such as collects, 
particularly for the church year, served as a remedy for these lengthy pastoral prayers.  It 
is hard to read this section of the report and not perceive a kind of condescension toward 
the “long prayer” and those congregations who still utilized it.  The “pastoral prayer” is a 
key aspect of worship for many Congregational/United Church of Christ congregations 
today, even though the name “long prayer” is not particularly flattering in itself. 
Of particular interest in this report is the section entitled “Special Days.”  
Richards noted that a marked change had taken place in the churches regarding the 
observance of certain Christian festivals: “Many of us remember when it was regarded as 
a peculiar degeneracy for a son of the Pilgrims to wish to keep the anniversary of Christ’s 
birth, and the very name of Easter was a rank offence, savoring of the combined 
associations of paganism and popery.”38  However, the churches responding to the survey 
were almost unanimous in observing both Christmas and Easter.  Richards asserted that if 
congregations concluded it was appropriate to keep the days that honored Christ’s birth 
and resurrection, then “it is certainly quite as appropriate to celebrate with hushed and 
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loving hearts the day when his passion culminated at Calvary.”39  However, only about 
300 churches reported the observance of Good Friday, and about 150 celebrated Palm 
Sunday. Thanksgiving Day was also almost universally observed, but Forefathers’ Day, 
“which one would think a most pertinent occasion for celebration in our churches, is 
named by only 153 of them.”40  Richards suggested the possibility of combining the 
Sunday closest to July 4 and Forefathers’ Day, in order to “inculcate a lofty Christian 
patriotism, and to couple the love of country with the love of God.”41   A few churches 
reported the observance of Old Peoples’ Day, Prison Sunday, and Harvest Sunday.  It 
appeared that few congregations, if any, were celebrating Whitsunday (Pentecost), or All 
Saints’ Day, but Richards hoped that those days would soon be added to the list. “Such 
special days, well used and well-guarded, are the monuments of great truths, stimulative 
to our best feelings, educative to our children, and valuable for church use.”42    
Taken as a whole, this report by the Committee on Worship in 1889 points to a 
generally widespread celebration of Christmas and Easter, with a few congregations 
observing Good Friday and Palm Sunday.  The seasons of Advent and Lent received no 
mention in this survey; however, three to four decades later the National Council would 
sponsor specific resources for both of these seasons.   
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The National Council Continues to Discuss Worship 
At the 1892 meeting of the National Council of Congregational Churches, Rev. 
Lyman Abbott presented a follow-up report, intended to supplement the original report 
by the Committee on Worship with some practical suggestions, while understanding that 
“the object to be kept constantly in mind in the improvement of public worship is 
spiritual development.  It is better to instruct in the divine life one soul, than to entertain 
aesthetically a thousand. Our problem is not how to make great congregations, but how to 
make devout men and women. Every suggestion for the improvement of public worship 
is to be measured by this standard, and by no other.”43 
While the liturgical year was not specifically mentioned, emphasis was laid on the 
importance of “certain spiritual experiences which are substantially common to all the 
members of every congregation.”44 Abbott thought that was no inherent reason why 
congregations should not use “such beautiful expressions of penitence and gratitude and 
aspiration as the General Confession, the General Thanksgiving of the Book of Common 
Prayer, the Prayer of Saint Chrysostom, and the Prayer for All Sorts and Occasions of 
Men.”  That these forms came from other ecclesiastical sources should be no hindrance to 
Congregational use.45  Given his fondness for the worship of the Episcopal Church, it is 
not surprising that Abbott would lean in the direction of prayers from the Book of 
Common Prayer as well as ancient prayers of the church. 
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Both the 1886 survey and the subsequent reports were approved in the minutes of 
the two National Councils in 1889 and 1892, but no suggestions were made for follow-up 
or for how to disseminate these ideas to local congregations for their consideration.  It is 
likely that the Council delegates brought this information back to their congregations, but 
it is hard to determine what happened after that, if anything.  The lack of specific advice 
may be the result of Congregationalism’s unique polity, where reports and 
recommendations provide information and suggestions, but no more.   
 
National Councils in the First Decade of the Twentieth Century 
 
Following the beginnings of the National Council in 1865, committees on worship 
came and went, changing chairs, changing personnel, and changing focus depending on 
the particular interests and emphases of each council.  In 1904, there was a second effort 
at stimulating an improvement of worship across the churches through recommendations 
made by the National Council.  The Committee on the Improvement of Worship, now 
chaired by Rev. George R. Merrill of Minnesota, Superintendent of the Congregational 
Home Missionary Society, presented another report on the state of worship within the 
churches.  Merrill commented in the committee’s report that for some the work toward 
improvement was “viewed with suspicion as an attempt to fasten chains of ritual upon 
our churches, and to make up by form and ceremony for poverty of spiritual life.”46 He 
and the Improvement of Worship Committee felt that the meaning was something quite 
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different: “The real purpose for the enrichment of worship is to furnish for the spiritual 
life forms that shall make its expression more ready and satisfying, and in the use of 
which that life may be enlarged and enriched.  This is the test to which every form and 
movement in worship must be brought, its adaptedness to express the spiritual life, and in 
expression to minister to it.”47 
The Committee also, for the first time ever in a report mentioned the use of a 
lectionary: “Certainly enough time should be given that the principal parts both of the 
Old and New Testaments may be read to the people every year. To do this without 
system is impossible and system in Bible reading means a Lectionary. An order of 
readings for the year printed and put into the hands of the people has distinct 
advantages.”48  This order of annual readings for the year would help to facilitate the 
adoption of a liturgical calendar in Congregational churches.49  Making the readings for 
the year available to the congregation would help members of churches to observe the 
church year in their own homes as well.50 
 
An Order of Common Worship 
In 1907, yet another committee was appointed to prepare and present a “brief 
Order of Common Worship, catholic in spirit, evangelical in doctrine, and truly 
expressive of our heritage in the reformed faith and our larger communion with ancient 
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saints and the church throughout the world.”51  Three years later, in 1910, this committee 
submitted a brief report about the nature of worship in the Congregational churches 
which, while not mentioning the ecumenical, liturgical church year specifically, 
discussed other elements of worship that contributed to a friendly attitude toward the 
church year.  The committee availed itself of ecumenical resources, including the 
Episcopal Church’s Book of Common Prayer, the Lutheran “Church Book,” the Church 
of Scotland’s Book of Common Order, and the Presbyterian Church’s Book of Common 
Worship.52  Sung responses, both ancient and ecumenical, were encouraged for frequent 
use, among them: the “Gloria in Excelsis,” the “Te Deum,” “Cantate Domino,” the 
“Venite,” the “Magnificat, and the “Nunc Dimittis.”53   
 The committee acknowledged that while a prescribed order of worship would be 
impossible in a congregational polity, nevertheless the adoption of a standard and 
common order of worship by a large number of churches would undoubtedly be of great 
benefit, particularly as a remedy to the “chaotic and confusing” variety as was presently 
practiced.  If the same order should prevail in all the churches, and if it were at the same 
time felicitous and noble, it would certainly be an inspiration and delight.”54  Thus, the 
committee supplied an Order of Service, presented in both “shorter” and “fuller” forms, 
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which offered to the churches much concrete help for planning the Sabbath morning 
worship.  The National Council then authorized that “it be printed in convenient form for 
such churches as may adopt it.”55 
 Although this Order of Service remained essentially what it was in 1889, the 
content was enriched by the inclusion of prayers and music from other Christian 
sources.56  For most of the spoken parts of the service several options among scriptural 
sentences and traditional prayers were printed, providing for variety within the continued 
use of the same order.57  Participation by the worshipers was encouraged not only in the 
hymns and chants, but also in the prayers and in the reading of scripture.  The General 
Confession, General Thanksgiving, and Lord’s Prayer were included, along with a 
responsive reading and options for a unison reading of other biblical passages.58  A 
further option was the congregation’s recital of the Apostles’ Creed.59  Beyond the order 
itself, the committee offered a further collection of prayers, drawn again from a variety of 
historical sources, “for occasional use.”60  The committee and Council together made an 
effort to begin developing a liturgy for what they called “non-liturgical churches.”61  In 
explanation, the committee declared that although “the message of the preacher should be 
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regarded as a leading feature of public worship,…the sermon should not be so magnified 
as to overshadow the service of praise and prayer, in which, face to face with God, we 
pour out our confessions, our thanksgivings, and our supplications.”62 
 
National Council Worship Resources: 1910-1942 
From 1910 to 1917, the National Council, through its Committee on Order of 
Worship, prepared and then authorized for publication several additional services for 
other occasions of public worship.  There seemed to be a hope that these services not 
only would meet the needs of the more successful churches of the denomination, where 
pastors would adapt them to their specific local situations, but also would serve to keep 
open the many churches struggling without pastoral leadership.63  In 1917, the Council 
reported that 1,118 Congregational churches were without ministers.64   The Council 
noted that frequentlythose churches would close for lengthy periods until new pastors 
could be obtained.65  These churches, under lay leadership, could be kept active by using 
the Sabbath morning Order of Service, as well as other such worship services as were 
applicable to them.66 
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Commission on Evangelism and Devotional Life 
In 1918, the National Council of Congregational Churches established the 
Commission on Evangelism and Devotional Life.  In that year the commission offered to 
the churches a suggested program for the Lenten period that would reach a climax on 
Easter Sunday.  The Commission’s executive, Frederick L. Fagley,67 later recalled how 
gradually, and even strategically, this Lenten scheme had to be introduced: during the 
first year, the word Lent was not used; only in the second year was the period termed the 
Lenten season.68  The devotional booklet, The Fellowship of Prayer,69 recommended by 
the Commission in 1919 for use in this program, began daily devotions with the first 
Sunday in Lent, and not until the following year did it open the Lenten season with 
devotional material for Ash Wednesday.  This booklet was meant for the use of the 
general public as well as church members; the small, slim booklet was the right size to be 
handed out to the public and it fit in well with the denomination’s dual focus of devotion 
and evangelism.  The Federal Council of Churches Commission on Evangelism also 
distributed this booklet, according to their 1921 Bulletin.70  
Fagley remembered that the Commission’s identification of Ash Wednesday was 
considered as “a rather bold step” in its effort to provide for Congregationalism elements 
                                                
67 Frederick L. Fagley was a Congregational minister and author who served the Congregational 
Church in various national roles.  He served as executive secretary of the Commission on Evangelism and 
Devotional Life, and Associate Secretary of the National Council of Congregational Churches.  
 
68 Atkins and Fagley, History of American Congregationalism, 275. 
 
69 The Fellowship of Prayer (New York, NY: The Congregational Commission on Evangelism and 
Devotional Life, 1921). 
 
70 Federal Council Bulletin 5, no. 3 (April-May, 1922): 8. 
 
  214 
of the classic church year.71  Just a few years prior to the publication of The Fellowship of 
Prayer, William Barton, in The Law of Congregational Usage (1916), posed the 
following answers to common questions about Congregationalists:  
 
Do Congregationalists Observe Holy Days or Fast Days?  Congregationalists are 
at liberty to observe any religious festivals that assist their spiritual life.  This they 
may do either individually or by congregations, but there is no authority that can 
require any general observance of particular religious festivals or fasts among 
Congregationalists.  
 
How Do Congregationalists Regard Easter and Christmas?  The early 
Congregationalists refused to observe either Easter or Christmas, counting them 
purely human festivals clearly traceable in origin to the heathen religions.  These 
festivals are now generally observed among us, not as imposed by external 
authority, but as offering particularly favorable opportunities for the celebration 
of the birth and resurrection of the Lord Jesus, in common with Christians 
generally.  
 
How Do Congregationalists Regard Lent?  Congregationalists regard Lent as a 
purely human institution, resting on no divine command and carrying with it no 
obligation which one Christian individual or church has a right to impose upon 
another.  It is regarded, however, as a favorable time for religious emphasis, a 
time when social life somewhat abates and when opportunity is afforded for 
religious instruction preliminary to Easter and for catechism classes in preparation 
for church membership on the part of young people.72   
 
Yet Congregationalists seemed receptive to observing a Lenten season, particularly as a 
time for catechism and religious instruction as Barton had hinted.  By 1923, the National 
Council received the report that approximately fifty percent of the churches were 
observing a Lenten program of renewal that would conclude with the reception of new 
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members into the congregation on Easter Sunday.73  The Commission felt that The 
Fellowship of Prayer supplied an effective devotional resource to be used by pastors in 
many ways, and that the Lenten season was particularly adaptable for “aggressive church 
work, and its use by the churches calls attention in an effective fashion to the need of men 
everywhere for a personal experience of religion.”74 
In 1935, the Commission’s program was expanded to include observance of the 
Advent season.  Lent as a time when the church emphasized the development of faith and 
worship had proved to be so helpful that now it seemed wise to put a like emphasis on the 
Advent season.75 A Devotional Guide for Advent and other materials provided a 
foundation for this new observance.  The Devotional Guide for Advent even included an 
“Advent Candle Ceremony for Church and Home.”  This pamphlet began with an 
introduction to the “Legend of the Advent Boughs” and contained four suggestions for 
observing Advent: 1) Come to church; 2) Create a Christmas worship center in your 
home; 3) Follow the Advent Candle Ceremony as suggested on the following pages; 4) 
Accept as your personal challenge the words of the beloved carol, “Joy to the World! The 
Lord Is Come”: “Let every heart prepare him room.”76 
Another resource created through this commission was published in 1942, after 
the merger of the Congregational Church and the Christian Church in 1935.  The newly 
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formed Program of Worship and Evangelism for the Congregational Christian Churches, 
under the authorship of Frederick Fagley, issued Modern Churchmanship: An Effective 
Plan for the Church Year for the Use of Pastors and Church Officials.  This booklet was 
an attempt to use the liturgical year to facilitate the programming and evangelism life of 
the church. While the program went into detail concerning the monthly tasks for the 
pastor and church leaders in terms of ordering supplies and canvassing members, Fagley 
also articulated his understanding of the importance of the church year for the life of the 
church: 
 
Rhythm is universal.  The sequence of the seasons, the flow of a stream, the 
change of day and night, the breath, the course of blood in the body; these are but 
a few examples of rhythm.  There is rhythm also in the Christian story acquired 
through the centuries.  It is but simple wisdom to take full advantage of this fact.  
The ancient church fathers placed the resurrection at the time of year when new 
life was rising all about them.  They placed Christmas at the turn of the year, 
missing by a few days the astronomical solstice.  Although Christian teachings 
have been carried into all parts of the world, Christians everywhere observe these 
great days at a time decided by the rhythm of nature in the little land of Palestine. 
  
With these two dates, Christmas and Easter, accepted, related events fall into their 
natural places in the calendar.  The Christian year seeks to present in natural 
sequence the events in the Christian story that are elemental in its teachings.  The 
church that accepts the Christian year as a guiding principle in planning its 
program will have two advantages.  First, it will annually review the life of Christ; 
second its work will be strengthened because its program will be in general 
accord with that of other churches, Catholic and Protestant, resulting in a 
cumulative effort in the community.  The church will select from this outline of 
the Christian year the specific days its wishes to emphasize.  Our Protestant 
tradition permits wide choice.  There is no compulsion to include in your program 
days or seasons that do not have value for your church plan. 77 
 
                                                
77 Frederick Fagley, Modern Churchmanship: An Effective Plan for the Church Year for the Use of 
Pastors and Church Officials (New York, NY: Program of Worship and Evangelism for the Congregational 
Christian Church, 1942), 9. 
 
  217 
 
 Fagley inserted three natural climaxes into this program: Fall, with its peak of 
World Communion Sunday; Advent, with its peak of Christmas; and Lent, with its peak 
of Easter.  He suggested that each cycle had a period of preparation, movement forward 
and climax, followed by careful integration of gains made: 
 
After World Communion Sunday, which should re-interest the entire parish, there 
must be careful consideration of results, new people to be integrated into the 
regular work of the church, with a continuous search for opportunities to minister 
to the unchurched and to the spiritually needy of the community in the name of 
the church. 
 
After Advent comes the annual meeting and the bringing together of the results of 
the calendar year and the planning for the year ahead, especially for Lent.  After 
Lent there is naturally more of a letdown than after other periods of intensive 
interest, but with careful planning the stimulation aroused can carry the active 
interest of the congregation over to Whitsunday.  Nothing is so deadly, however, 
to interest as to attempt to continue a climax beyond its natural season. 
 
In order to avoid the appearance of a slump the pastor needs to have in mind a 
clear cut plan of procedure and to be prepared to announce it before the close of 
any period of special emphasis.  It should go without saying that the new plan 
should appeal to a different range of interests.  After World Communion Sunday 
comes the Every-Member Canvass; after Advent, the annual meeting; after Lent, 
summer activity.  Many churches are finding the after Easter period especially 
profitable for the study of significant problems of society, politics, community, 
family and personal living.78 
 
  
One of the main features to be considered for such a program was corporate 
worship: 
 
 
When people worship together each person contributes whatever spiritual vitality 
he has and draws from the worship of the group for his own inner needs.  Usually 
he is unconscious of the process but he feels stronger, refreshed in spirit, prepared 
to go forward. 
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For participation the worshiper requires forms and symbols, something the 
imagination can lay hold of, something each person can make his own.  
Therefore, we need hymns, worshipful hymns; prayers, universal in outreach and 
intensely personal in application; sermons that make God’s way plain and present 
Jesus as the world’s true redeemer.  In the communion service, the highest 
expression of corporate worship, the mystery of redemption is made plain in the 
union of spirit with spirit. 
 
As one grows in knowledge and experience he requires more fitting forms and 
specific instruction.  The emphasis on corporate worship is an all-the-year duty of 
the Church.  To plan for better corporate worship is one of the first tasks to be 
found in developing modern and effective church worship.79 
 
Fagley’s clear defense of the benefits––even necessity––of the church year for 
Congregationalists aided in the growing reception of the liturgical calendar by local 
congregations. 
 
The Congregationalists Move Closer to the Liturgical Calendar 
 
Services Published in The Congregationalist 
 During the year 1893, four services of worship appeared in The 
Congregationalist, a periodical that began publication in 1849 and was still published in 
2016 by the National Association of Congregational Churches (an association of 
Congregational churches that did not become part of the United Church of Christ in 
1957).80  No authors are credited for these services.  The four services that The 
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Congregationalist printed were for Thanksgiving, Forefathers’ Day, Christmastide, and 
New Year’s.  The suggestions and notes for pastors using these services illustrate how far 
Congregational worship had traveled from its Puritan roots: “The services form an order 
of worship and will usually be exactly followed, but omissions, insertions and 
substitutions can be made when so arranged for by pastor and chorister.  It is neither 
desirable nor necessary to announce to the congregation any such change, unless it be the 
substitution from a hymnbook of a hymn in which all will take part.”81 The specificity of 
the notes is interesting, especially the desire that they be “exactly followed,” and the 
“desirability” of using the chanted portions.  However, the option existed to change the 
hymns and other music to make the service appropriate for individual churches.   
In “An Order of Worship for Christmastide,” the majority of the service consisted 
of responsive readings––mostly scripture passages––between the minister and the 
congregation, interspersed with carols, choir anthems, and chants such as the “Gloria in 
Excelsis” and the “Nunc Dimittis.”  The service was a rudimentary Lessons and Carols.  
It was also identified as a service for Christmastide, and not for Christmas Eve or 
Christmas Day.  Music was not provided for the chants.  A rubric stated that the actual 
reading of scripture before the address or sermon “may be omitted at the minister’s 
discretion,” which was a significant departure from previous practice. The final prayer 
was to be done extemporaneously or be a specific collect: 
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Almighty God, whom once the nations worshiped under names of fear, but hast 
revealed the glory of thy love in the face of Jesus Christ, and called us by him to 
live with thee as children, fill our hearts, as we remember his nativity, with the 
gladness and peace of the sons of God.  Let the spirit of Jesus abide within us, that 
we may walk with thee in filial trust and obedience, moving among men in 
sympathy and brotherly love.  In the name of Christ we pray.  Amen.82 
 
 
This prayer illustrates the distance Congregationalists had traveled in terms of celebrating 
Christmas.  The reference to “living with thee as children” can stand for the infancy of 
Christ, but it also contains a layer that pertains to the fact that the celebration of 
Christmas for Congregationalists began with the children of Congregational Sunday 
Schools.   
Following soon on the heels of the services in The Congregationalist, the 
Congregational Church published its first denominational hymnal.  Prior to this there 
were many hymnals circulating that came from specific Congregational clergy or 
churches, among them Lyman Abbott’s Plymouth Church Hymnal and Charles Richard’s 
Songs of Christian Praise.  The Pilgrim Hymnal would be the first official 
Congregational hymnal, published by the Congregational Church itself. The Pilgrim 
Hymnal was revised on a fairly frequent basis; the first edition was in 1904, with further 
editions in 1912, 1931, 1935, and 1958.   
 
 
 
 
                                                
82 “An Order of Worship for Christmastide.” The Congregationalist 78, no. 47 (November 23, 
1893): 758. 
 
  221 
The Pilgrim Hymnal 
The preface to the 1904 Pilgrim Hymnal emphasized the “smallness” of the 
collection, in that it had only 550 hymn texts.  Other hymnals in use “in our churches” 
had twice as many tunes than the 400 in the Pilgrim Hymnal.83   Rev. Charles Noyes and 
Rev. Charles Ziegler, the editors, believed that this collection would “keep up the 
continuity of the hymnology of our free churches.”  While “catholic” in its inclusion of 
“hymns ancient and modern of all communions,” the majority of the book was “still 
made up of the hymns which our fathers sang, and of the present day successors of that 
stock.”84 
In the 1904 edition, hymns pertaining to the liturgical year appear in the section 
entitled “The Lord Jesus Christ.”  This section was divided into subheadings: 
“Incarnation and Advent” (ten hymns, including “Lift Up Your Heads, Ye Mighty Gates” 
and “Come, Thou Long-Expected Jesus”); “Birth and Infancy” (fourteen hymns, iamong 
them “Hark the Angels Sing,” “Joy to the World!” “Brightest and Best of the Sons of the 
Morning,” and “As with Gladness Men of Old”); “Life and Ministry” (eleven hymns, 
e.g., “Ride On, Ride On in Majesty”); “Passion and Death” (fourteen hymns, including 
“When I Survey the Wondrous Cross,” and “O Sacred Head, Now Wounded”); and “The 
Living Christ” (twenty hymns, e.g., “The Strife Is O’er,” “Jesus Christ is Risen Today,” 
and “The Day of Resurrection”).  The subheadings in this section of the hymnal are 
somewhat confusing.  The theological intention and purpose of “Incarnation and Advent” 
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and “Birth and Infancy” is not entirely clear.  The former contained mostly common 
Advent hymns, without much reference to the Incarnation.  The latter included what are 
now considered as Epiphany hymns along with Christmas carols.  There was neither an 
Epiphany section in the hymnal, nor one for Lent.  “Life and Ministry” included the 
popular Palm Sunday hymn “Ride On, Ride On in Majesty,” although it was not labeled 
as such.  Although there was no section for Lent, the hymns in the “Passion and Death” 
section are characteristic of Holy Week.  The “Living Christ” section seems to have 
Easter focused hymns, though again, they are not labeled as such.  There are no hymns 
for the Easter season, Ascension, or Pentecost.  
 Given this, it is curious that in the back of the 1904 hymnal are “Readings for 
Special Days, Seasons, and Occasions” that encompass a more complete liturgical year, 
with the headings of Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lenten Season, Palm Sunday, Good 
Friday, Easter, Whitsunday, and All Saints.  This incongruity between the readings and 
the hymns is fascinating.  It may well be that congregations would more willingly share 
unison readings about the liturgical seasons than sing hymns about them.  
In 1912, the editors of the 1904 book brought out a slightly revised Pilgrim 
Hymnal.  The preface seems to indicate that some changes were made, perhaps after 
receiving feedback from local congregations:  
 
The hymnal, with the new reason, may now claim to be 'the product of the 
churches for which it is prepared'. It has been tried in worship, and reshaped in the 
light of their experience, approval, and criticism.  It loyally maintains the 
continuity of hymnology in our free churches, for though catholic (meaning 
“Universal”) in its inclusion of whatever is good and serviceable for us, from 
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hymns ancient and modern of all communions, the substance of it consists of 
hymns which our fathers sang and of present day successors of that stock.85   
 
It is a larger hymnal than the 1904 edition. 
 The subheadings of hymns pertaining to the church year had changed slightly 
from the 1904 edition.  Instead of “Incarnation and Advent,” there is “Advent and 
Nativity” that comprised twenty-nine hymns, including one or two Advent hymns, but 
mostly Christmas hymns and carols, along with several Epiphany hymns. The “Life and 
Ministry” section contained twelve hymns, several of which would later be utilized as 
Palm Sunday or Holy Week hymns.  The “Passion and Death” section contained twenty-
nine hymns, some of which were appropriate for Holy Week, but most of them more 
appropriate for Lent, which again was not explicitly listed as a heading.  However, there 
was now a “Resurrection” section with twenty-four hymns, many of which were standard 
Easter hymns, but with other selections, including “Crown Him with Many Crowns,” 
appropriate for the Ascension. 
Another edition of the Pilgrim Hymnal appeared in 1931, which contained several 
significant changes.  The section previously labeled “The Lord Jesus Christ” was now 
called “The Savior of the World,” which could indicate a more ecumenical or global 
emphasis.  The subheadings under this section were “Advent” (now only five hymns, a 
significant reduction in number); “Nativity” (seventeen hymns, several of which would 
be sung as “Christmas carols” today); “Christmas Carols” (seventeen hymns, the first 
time a Christmas Carols section seems to be identified in a Congregational hymnal); 
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“Jesus’ Ministry” (eleven hymns; no mention of Epiphany); “Jesus’ Passion” (twelve  
hymns); and “Jesus’ Resurrection” (nine hymns). 
For the first time, orders of worship appeared in the hymnal.  The services that 
pertained to some kind of calendar were Easter, Thanksgiving, Forefathers’ Day, and 
Christmas.  These services, with a few variations, were a reworking of the “hymn 
sandwich” service that was dominant in Protestant worship of this time, with an Opening 
Hymn, Call to Worship, Ascription of Praise, the Venite (“Make a joyful noise unto God, 
all ye lands”), a Prayer, a responsive Declaration of Faith in God, The Lord’s Prayer, 
Versicles and Responses, Responsive Reading, Gloria, Hymn or Anthem, Scripture 
Lesson, Interlude, Second Scripture Lesson, Prayer, Response, Offertory and Prayer, 
Covenant or Declaration of Faith, Hymn, Sermon, Prayer, Hymn, Nunc Dimittis, and 
Benediction.86   
The next edition of the hymnal was issued in 1935.  Work on this edition began, it 
may be assumed, after the 1931 merger with the Christian Church.  The “Savior of the 
World” section was renamed “Life of Jesus,” but with the same subheadings.  The 
readings also remained the same.  One new section on social justice was added to the 
hymns, called “The Hope of a Better World.” 
 
 
The Book of Church Services (1922) 
 
In 1922, the National Council of Congregational Churches released its first 
worship book, the Book of Church Services with Orders of Worship, Prayers, and Other 
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Aids to Devotion, edited by Charles Richards.  The book contained services to “cover 
nearly all the customary occasions of church worship.”87  In the preface, Charles Richards 
maintained that in nearly every branch of the Christian church there was a growing desire 
to make the service of worship more suitable and effective––not necessarily more formal, 
but certainly more beautiful and attractive.88  Richards appeared to borrow from Von 
Ogden Vogt in that the structures of the various services “proceeded from Aspiration to 
Adoration and Praise, from Praise to Prayer, from Prayer to Reflection, culminating in 
Inspiration and Consecration.”  Each service of worship was to be characterized by 
“nobility of expression and fitness of phrase that satisfy mind and heart.”89  Richards 
acknowledged the tension of publishing a worship book for descendants of the Puritans: 
“It seems not unfitting that this service book, published upon the tercentenary of the 
coming of the Pilgrim Fathers to Plymouth, should be dedicated to their memory.  For 
while the enrichment of the forms of worship, which it registers and seeks to promote, is 
not in literal accord with their ideas, its chief purpose is to deepen and extend that spirit 
of reverent worship which sustained them in their great and holy enterprise.”90   
While the only services in the book that had to do with holy days in the church 
year were Christmas and Easter, the section of Prayers and Collects at the end included 
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prayers for Christmas, At the Beginning of the Year, Palm Sunday, Good Friday, The 
Resurrection of our Lord, and the Descent of the Holy Spirit.91   
  
The “Modern Efficiency and Spiritual Power” of the Church Year 
 
A single-author booked that lacked the official approval of a national 
Congregational body exerted influence on the incorporation of the church year and 
related practices in Congregational churches.  Congregational minister George Walter 
Fiske took a different slant toward the liturgical calendar, melding it with parts of the 
secular calendar in order to maximize efficiency in church life.  Fiske was educated at 
Hartford Theological Seminary and Amherst College and graduated with both a BD and 
an MA.  He later received his PhD from Boston University. He was a Congregational 
minister for some years in Maine and Massachusetts before taking a position in 1907 as a 
theology professor at the School of Theology at Oberlin College, where he stayed until 
his retirement in the 1930s.  In the introduction to his book The Recovery of Worship 
(1931), Fiske wrote that he saw the “very general adoption” of a main outline of a 
liturgical calendar starting to occur:  
It began with the rescuing of Christmas, mainly because of the children and 
friends of children, who claimed the joy of Christmas as the children’s right.  
Then after some years, Easter gradually gained equal attention with Christmas in 
the Protestant calendar; and with every passing year, our churches have been 
increasingly observing Lent, especially Holy Week, as the most appropriate time 
for special services of devotion and re-consecration.92  
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Fiske cited Willard Sperry’s experience at Ely Cathedral as justification for 
observing the liturgical calendar. “Few of us have the rare privilege of worshiping in a 
magnificent Gothic or Norman cathedral,” he said. “[B]ut something of this same sense 
of historic continuity is possible for all Christian churches to share, by adopting the 
ecclesiastical year which was gradually built up in the practice of the Church in the early 
centuries and has long been the common custom of fully eighty per cent of Christian 
people.”93  Fiske saw the grandeur of Gothic architecture as partly due to its historical 
perspective, being reminiscent of “many centuries of Christian faith and fellowship.”  In 
the same way, the “ancient plan of the church year is a heritage from the early, undivided 
Church of Christ.”  Fiske contended that this heritage had been neglected by the 
nonconformist churches “for the same reasons they have discounted the whole matter of 
historic continuity in the long life of the Church.  This is a part of the excessive reaction 
away from Rome.”94  The growing custom among “non-conformist” churches of 
observation of the liturgical year, proposed Fiske, “not only restores for us something of 
our lost heritage of historic community but also helps greatly to unite Christian churches 
of the town or city to do many things together, and by their concerted action they bear 
more effective witness for Christ.”95 
Fiske used the example of local Councils of Churches in cities as such as 
Chicago, Wichita, Detroit, Hartford, Pittsburgh and Cleveland to illustrate “the recent 
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gains in Protestant efficiency” through their effective leadership as well as, to some 
extent, liturgical standardization.96  He saw it as an improvement over “the previous 
independent action of the various churches, in spasmodic, competitive programs and 
campaigns that usually bore no appropriate relation whatever to the current period in the 
Christian year and therefore caused much friction and confusion.  Agreeing to adopt the 
church year would quickly correct it.”97   
 Fiske’s rationale for Congregationalists’ adoption of the liturgical calendar was 
based in part on his perception of the changes in church architecture.  He was one of a 
number of Congregational clergy and writers who may have concluded that in the desire 
of Congregationalists to cling tightly to their unique heritage of the Puritans and the 
Pilgrims, a chasm had widened between the denomination and the “early, undivided 
Church of Christ.”98   
Fiske introduced his program by affirming that “any planning of a church year for 
modern churches must take into consideration not merely the function of worship, but the 
entire community service program of the religious enterprise.  It must give opportunity 
emphasis on each major activity of the church in turn, but this changing emphasis must 
be related to the recurring festivals of the Christian year to gain their maximum spiritual 
value.”99  Fiske took the church year and adapted it to what he perceived to be an ideal 
                                                
96 Fiske, Recovery of Worship, 112. 
 
97 Ibid., 111. 
 
98 Ibid., 131. 
 
99 Ibid., 132. 
 
  229 
program year for an urban congregation.  Each “Period” was approximately five weeks in 
length.  He worked in days devoted to stewardship, evangelism, and added more secular 
holidays such as Mother’s Day to fill out the calendar.  Here the liturgical year seemed to 
serve as a vehicle or framework for programming, and stand in much closer relationship 
to the program year of the church.    
In Fiske’s program, the church year began in September, along with the beginning 
of the public school year.  The Religious Education Period (September through October), 
led up to the “Communion following All Saints’ Day.”  Rally Day, first used in the 
Sunday Schools, was an emphasis for the entire congregation.  This period emphasized 
education to “put fresh stimulus and initiative into all the church’s work,” but also proved 
to be “especially valuable for developing new ideals of work in the church school and 
enlisting and training new teachers.”100 
The next period was the Christian Stewardship Period, which ran from Advent to 
Christmas, and led up to the Communion on the Sunday after Christmas.  Fiske wrote 
that the Sunday following Halloween “gives opportunity to get in step with the ancient 
churches by celebrating a Communion in memory of members of the local church who 
have died during the previous twelve months, making it a triumphant Communion of All 
Saints.”101 Thanksgiving Day fell in this period, often preceded by the annual canvass for 
the Community Fund (for united charities); and Advent Sunday, followed by the local 
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church’s Every Member Canvass.  In this program, Advent apparently was allotted one 
Sunday instead of an entire season. 
 
The Christian Missions Period encompassed Epiphany and led up to Lent. 
As the feast of Epiphany celebrates the coming of the Magi, and the manifestation 
of Christ to the Gentiles, it is appropriate to observe the Sunday following January 
sixth as Foreign Missionary Sunday, with appropriate ritual and sermon.  This sets 
an ideal background for renewing the interest of the congregation and their 
knowledge of current movements and projects in the whole range of Christian 
missions, so that their gifts will be more intelligent and whole-hearted.102 
 
This was then followed by the Adult Evangelism Period that encompassed Lent, Holy 
Week, and Easter Day. Fiske understood, harkening back to the early church, that Lent 
was the ideal time for emphasizing evangelism and the spiritual culture of adults.  “With 
every passing decade there is a noticeable increase in the observance of Lent in our cities 
in churches of almost all sects, and in great union services in large churches and noon 
meetings in theaters under the auspices of the city council of churches. It brings the 
climax of the Christian year in Holy Week and enables us to celebrate Palm Sunday and 
Easter with the joy and triumph they deserve.”103   
During the Easter season, culminating at Pentecost, was the Educational 
Evangelism Period.  This period was to be fifty days of real opportunity for developing 
the personal consecration of older children and early adolescents through the process of 
educational evangelism and training in worship.  “A Covenant Class or Communicants’ 
Class, in training for church membership, is the pastor’s coveted opportunity now; 
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supplemented by the concerted efforts of parents and church school teachers, and 
culminating in a great First Communion on the Sunday following Pentecost.”104  
The Christian Family Period (mid-May to early June), led up to Children’s Day. 
Fiske was a strong proponent of a fixed date for Easter: “When the Christian world 
becomes sensible enough to establish a fixed date for Easter, about April first, such a plan 
as this will become more workable; but this sixth period ideally begins with Mother’s 
Sunday, second Sunday in May, and runs until Children’s Day, a month later.”105  Here 
the secular calendar, including Mother’s Day and Children’s Day, moved into the same 
sphere as the liturgical calendar. The culmination came regularly on Children’s Sunday, 
almost universally observed on the second Sunday in June. 
The Christian Citizenship Period ran from June to July 4, up to the “Vacation 
Communion.” When not crowded out by a late Easter, this brief cycle of three weeks, 
culminating in the Communion Service nearest the Fourth of July, was to be given a 
“constructively patriotic trend, in the interest of better Christian citizenship.”  As all 
schools and college commencements and graduations occurred in this period, “it is the 
best time in the year for our religious education programs to emphasize to young people 
the duties and responsibilities of the Christian citizen, that they are just about to 
assume.”106   
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The Social Gospel Period ran for the summer months of July and August, leading 
up to the “Labor Day Communion.”  Instead of suggesting a vacation from religion, the 
churches would do well to “vary radically their summer services, but not abandon them. 
It is suggestive that this period culminates in the annual Labor Sunday, the finest chance 
in the world to preach social Christianity.”107 
Fiske concluded by stating that this plan “indicates the broad possibility every 
Protestant church possesses, to gain both modern efficiency and spiritual power by 
planning its program of work and worship around the noble suggestiveness of the historic 
Christian year that has long been the precious possession of the majority of the followers 
of Christ.”108  Fiske’s plan strove for the “modern efficiency and spiritual efficacy” that 
was a hallmark of Protestantism in the early twentieth century.  In his desire to use the 
liturgical year as a scaffolding on which to hang both the regular program year of the 
church and efforts toward evangelism, the mystery and majesty of the life of Christ 
expressed in the principally christological liturgical year seems to have been weakened or 
certainly diluted.  What was left of the liturgical year was mostly a series of markers 
around which was scheduled the work of the church.  
  
A Book of Worship for Free Churches 
 In 1948, A Book of Worship for Free Churches was released by the General 
Council of the Congregational Christian Churches in the United States. This worship 
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book came out several years after the Congregational Church had merged with the 
Christian Church, and about nine years before the Congregational Christian Church 
merged with the Evangelical and Reformed Church to become the United Church of 
Christ.  The book had been in progress since 1938, but work was interrupted during the 
war years.  A small group of clergy from the Congregational Christian Churches in 
America worked on the book and the group itself became the Seminar on Worship by 
vote of the General Council of Congregational Christian Churches.  The Seminar 
contained names mentioned previously: Boynton Merrill and Richard Ritter.  A 
committee of advisers was acknowledged, including Von Ogden Vogt and Willard 
Sperry, and a special recognition was granted to Frederick L. Fagley, serving at the time 
as Associate Minister of the General Council.109    
The foreword stated that the Seminar on Worship was quite aware that “much of 
the material is garnered from other fields.”110  The Seminar hoped that their choices 
would bring to their churches, “which stand in a rather austere succession, some of the 
sunnier and less restrained emphases of other climes and fellowships.”111   
 
When people protest “against certain abuses” vigorously, and at such cost as our 
forefathers did, much that is precious and above reproach is apt to be lost in the 
struggle.  Pioneers always pay a price and sometimes centuries must pass before 
the truly gracious is welcomed and the intrinsically precious can find an abiding 
home again. We would help our churches look with open eyes and eager minds 
upon some of the ways of worship which have been food for the spirits and light 
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to the feet of other devout Christians not called by our name, but signed, 
nevertheless, by the name of our common Lord and Master.”112 
 
The back of the book contained acknowledgement, where it stated that selections 
adapted from the original source were indicated as such.  The Congregational Church’s 
complicated relationship with the Episcopal church continued, for it was noted that “of 
the non-copyrighted sources used, it will be evident that The Book of Common Prayer 
has been drawn upon very heavily.”113 A brief look at the list of sources finds Methodist, 
Lutheran, Presbyterian, Jewish, and Roman Catholic sources, as well as material from the 
Church of South Africa, the United Church of Canada, the Church of Scotland, and the 
Service Book of the Holy Orthodox Catholic Apostolic Church of Russia.114     
The book contained a wide variety of services, including five orders for Morning  
Worship, a Vespers Service, and a Service for Evening Worship.  The services supplied  
For the Christian year were by far the most elaborate and varied up to this time.  Orders 
of Worship were printed for: Sundays in Advent (one service for all of Advent); 
Christmas Sunday; Christmas Eve Candlelight Communion; Christmas Morning; 
Epiphany; The Sundays of Lent (again, one service for all of Lent); Palm Sunday; 
Maundy Thursday; The Vigil of Maundy Thursday (the candlelight service of Tenebrae); 
Good Friday (two services, an hour’s length and three hour’s length); Easter Day; 
Whitsunday; Trinity Sunday, and All Saints’ or All Souls’ Day. 
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Of particular interest is the introduction to the section of Christmas services, 
which summarizes the journey undertaken by Congregationalists toward the 
incorporation of festal days:  
 
One can regret that during the early years of vigorous Puritanism the keeping of 
Christmas was severely frowned upon by the churches.  They were really 
protesting against the many abuses and worldly celebrations that probably did 
grievously offend against the sanctity of the day and make mock of our Lord’s 
coming.  Now Christmas is back in our churches, but we must be vigilant to 
observe it faithfully and well.  The world is always alert to seize upon gladness, 
and that is good, but the world, too, is prone to forget and belittle the spiritual 
reasons that lie back of the deep gladness of Christmas.  A heavy secular 
emphasis, a concerted commercialism–– and the Child can become far from holy 
in the thought of great numbers. Christmas is a sacred trust; we must guard it 
lovingly.115 
 
This introduction rationalized the Puritan protests of Christmas by saying that they were 
really only protesting against the abuse of the day, not the day itself.  That concern was 
brought forward into the present day with warnings against commercialism and other 
factors that would affect the “sacred trust” of Christmas.   
Also included in the book were Orders of Worship for the Civil Year: New Year’s 
Eve (states that it is based upon John Wesley’s Covenant Service of 1755); New Year’s 
Day (or the preceding Sunday); Rural Life Sunday; Memorial Day; The Festival of the 
Harvest, and Thanksgiving Day. The appearance of two services for the observance of 
New Year’s (both Watch Night and New Year’s Day) harkened back to the nineteenth 
century when New Year’s was a more common holiday for Congregationalists to 
celebrate than Christmas.  Continuing the process of borrowing from other traditions, the 
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New Year’s Eve service was “based upon John Wesley’s Covenant Service, first held in 
1755, for such as would renew their covenant with God.  The original service has been 
republished, with modifications, in the Methodist Book of Worship, and is here further 
altered.”116 Wesley’s original service had been inspired by (even pirated from) the Puritan 
Richard Alleine’s Vindiciae Pietatis; thus Congregationalists were brought back to their 
own roots via a developed Methodist text.117 
Seasonal prefaces for the communion liturgy were provided for Advent, 
Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Thursday Before Easter (not Maundy Thursday), Easter, 
Ascension, Whitsunday, Trinity, and All Saints’ Day.  Lectionary tables or scripture 
readings for “special days” were provided for New Year’s, National Holidays, Christian 
Home or Mothers’ Day, Memorial Day, Children’s Day, Independence Day, Labor Day, 
Christian Education, Reformation Day, Armistice Day or World Peace, Men and 
Missions, Thanksgiving and Harvest, Universal Bible Sunday, and End of Year.  Also 
included were prayers for “Some Additional Fixed Holy Days” that introduced Marian 
and christological observances as well as saints’ days long ago rejected by their Puritan 
ancestors: for example, Annunciation, Purification, Transfiguration, Saints Andrew, 
Thomas, Paul, Purification, Matthias, Annunciation, Mark, Philip and James, Barnabas, 
John the Baptist, Peter, James, Transfiguration, Bartholomew, Matthew, Michael and All 
Angels, Luke, Simon and Jude, and All Saints’ Day.118 
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 Below are several collects for the liturgical year taken from the Book of Worship 
for Free Churches, with brief commentary.  These prayers were most likely adapted or 
taken from a variety of sources, although the book does not indicate the origins of these 
prayers.  Finding the original source of the prayer––or finding which version of the same 
prayer were published in different sources––some ecclesiastically approved and some by 
individual compilers.  The fact that these collects appear at all in a book published by the 
Congregational Church of the 1940s is remarkable, and is also possibly a response to the 
use of the previously mentioned “long prayer.” 
 
Selected Prayers for the Christian Year and their Possible Sources 
Advent: 
 
O God, who didst prepare of old the minds and hearts of men for the coming of 
thy Son, and whose Spirit ever worketh to illumine our darkened lives with the 
light of his gospel; prepare now our minds and hearts, we beseech thee, that Christ 
may dwell within us, and ever reign in our thoughts and affections as the King of 
love, and the very Prince of peace.  Grant this, we pray thee, for his sake.  
Amen.119 
 
 
This collect can be traced to at least two sources; one is the Service Book and Ordinal of 
the Presbyterian Church of South Africa, published in 1929, and then later in another 
Presbyterian resource by Morgan Phelps Noyes, called Prayers for Services (1934).120   
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Christmas: 
 
O God, who didst send a glorious company of the heavenly host to proclaim the 
birth of thy blessed Son; spread, we beseech thee, the knowledge of his Name 
through all the world.  Hasten thy work, O Lord; raise up messengers who shall 
tell this salvation unto the ends of the earth.  Bless all who go forth in thy Name.  
Give them faithfulness, courage and wisdom.  Forward, O Lord, the coming of 
Christ into every land and every heart; that peace may reign on earth and good 
will prevail among men, to thine everlasting glory.  Amen.121 
 
 
This collect can be traced to a Protestant Episcopal journal called The Spirit of 
Missions, published in 1911, called “A Christmas Intercession.”122  It is also found in a 
source by William Walsham How, entitled Daily Family Prayer for Churchmen (1852), 
where it is listed under Christmas Day but specifically as an intercession for missions.123  
The missionary emphasis is clear: “raise up messengers; Bless all who go forth in thy 
name; the coming of Christ into every land and every heart.”  How’s published prayer, 
whether or not original to him, was most likely edited to fit under a Christmas heading, 
although the theme of missions gives it more of an Epiphany focus.   
 
Ash Wednesday and Lent: 
 
Almighty and everlasting God, who hatest nothing that thou hast made, and dost 
forgive the sins of all those who are penitent; create and make in us new and 
contrite hearts, that we, worthily lamenting our sins, may obtain of thee, the God 
of all mercy, perfect remission and forgiveness; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  
Amen.124 
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This prayer is found in the 1549 Book of Common Prayer of the Church of 
England, and much of this collect’s material has its origins in the Gelasian Sacramentary, 
a book of Roman rites dating back to 750, linked to Pope Gelasius I.125  This prayer is 
also found in the 1928 Book of Common Prayer of the Episcopal Church, and the 
compilers of A Book of Worship for Free Churches may well have taken it from there.  
That this collect came from both Catholic and Anglican sources indicates a significant 
shift in Congregational willingness to appropriate those sources.  The compilers of A 
Book of Worship for Free Churches removed the phrase “and acknowledging our 
wretchedness” from the original collect.  The omission of this phrase indicates a shift in 
thinking from the earlier Puritan days of humiliation, where “acknowledging our 
wretchedness” was an integral part of the observation of those days. 
 
Easter: 
 
Almighty God, who has brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the Prince of 
life, giving him victory over death and the grave; grant us power, we beseech 
thee, to rise with him to newness of life; that we may overcome the world with the 
victory of faith, and share in the eternal joy of the just; through the grace of that 
risen Saviour, who liveth and reigneth with thee, world without end.  Amen.126 
 
A Book of Worship for Free Churches indicates that this prayer was borrowed 
from the 1940 Church of Scotland Book of Common Order, which is printed below, with 
the discrepancies highlighted: 
Almighty God, who broughtest again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the glorious 
Prince of Salvation, with everlasting victory over sin and the grave: Grant us 
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power, we beseech thee, to rise with him to newness of life, that we may 
overcome the world with the victory of faith, and have part at last in the 
resurrection of the just; through the merits of the same risen Saviour, who liveth 
and reigneth with thee and the Holy Spirit, ever one God, world without end.127  
 
 
Among the discrepancies in this prayer is a lack of a Trinitarian ending in A Book of 
Worship for Free Churches.  It may be that the compilers were being sensitive to their 
Unitarian colleagues.   
 
All Souls’ and All Saints’ Days: 
 
O Almighty God, who hast knit together thine elect in one communion and 
fellowship, in the mystical body of thy Son Christ our Lord; grant us grace so to 
follow thy blessed saints in all virtuous and godly living, that we may come to 
those unspeakable joys which thou has prepared for those who unfeignedly love 
thee; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.128  
   
 
While the compilers may have drawn this prayer from the 1928 Protestant Episcopal 
Book of Common Prayer, this prayer also dates from the 1549 Book of Common Prayer, 
with material drawn from the Leonine Sacramentary, another book of Roman rites dating 
back before the Galasius Sacramentary.129  It is another example of the Congregational 
Church borrowing heavily from the tradition that their Puritan ancestors protested 
against. 
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129 Brightman, English Rite, vol. 2, 632. 
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Symbolism 
 
The Book of Worship for Free Churches included an introductory essay on 
“Symbolism,” which was very likely influenced by Richard Ritter, Von Ogden Vogt, and 
Willard Sperry; certainly there are echoes of these authors in this essay.  The essay began 
by stating that Congregational Christian churches “stand in the non-liturgical tradition,” 
and therefore “have not commonly made much use of symbols in their worship.”  But, 
they argued, even though the churches have distrusted outward forms “in their search for 
sincerity,” certain symbols have always been used: 
 
The elements and the actions of the communion service, the table and pulpit, the 
water of baptism, the visible Bible, are time-honored and beloved representations 
of our common religious memories, experiences, and beliefs.  Traditionally, since 
our chief concern has been the public proclamation of the word of God with the 
minster being regarded primarily as prophet and teacher, the Bible and pulpit have 
been central in our churches.  Of recent years, a new emphasis on sacrament has 
tended in many churches toward the establishment of the table in the center and 
assigning to it the character of an altar.130 
 
Linens, candles, flowers, and vessels were all seen to have their meaningful place, 
but the authors were quick to put these items in perspective:  
 
It must be kept in mind that these dispositions of furniture and symbols are not 
suggested merely for the sake of beauty, nor should they be too much subject to 
uninstructed and individual taste.  There are, it will be generally agreed, four main 
elements in all of our services of church worship: corporate fellowship between 
the worshippers and God; the proclamation of God’s word; the exposition of the 
word by the minister; and the sacrifice or dedication of the worshippers’ lives in 
God’s service.131 
                                                
130 A Book of Worship for Free Churches, xiv. 
 
131 Ibid., xviii. 
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The final paragraph of the essay concludes this section with a typical Congregational 
warning:  
 
It must, of course, always be kept in mind that there is grave and constant danger 
of losing our sense of values in the minutiae of forms.  Religious symbols have 
meaning only when they are understood by both the leader and all the 
worshippers.  It is of the greatest importance that the congregation be ever aware 
of the facts or objects for which the various symbols stand; that children and 
newcomers be instructed; and that simplicity be guarded.  If such requirements 
are met, and if a group of people finds that it is able to express itself sincerely 
through symbols, they can become a language of great potency and beauty, 
making ever more blessed the contacts which we are privileged to have with God 
in our corporate worship.132   
 
The distance traveled between an Admonition to Parliament and A Book of 
Worship for Free Churches is almost impossible to fathom.  The Congregationalists had 
moved from no holy days to a worship book sanctioned by a denomination, containing 
prayers and worship services for the liturgical calendar, without being binding on local 
churches, and with the understanding that there would always be some tension between 
Congregationalists and their Puritan past.   
 Hymnals, books of worship resources, writings of Congregational clergy, and 
reports from the National Council have supplied the material necessary to show that the 
liturgical year was beginning to take hold in the Congregational Church in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  In the case of the Rev. George Fiske, and to an 
extent the Rev. Frederick Fagley, the liturgical year formed a scaffold upon which to 
hang the program year of the church, particularly in urban areas, where Protestant 
                                                
132 A Book of Worship for Free Churches, xxxiv. 
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churches could work together.  Due to the nature of Congregational polity, there was a 
somewhat frustrating lack of consistency in how the resources for the liturgical year were 
assembled and disseminated.  With the National Council meeting only every three years, 
and with little information on the reception of the Council’s work at the congregational 
level, is difficult to know what happened with all the reports and recommendations on 
worship in between the meetings.  And, yet, the resources for the liturgical year examined 
in this chapter indicated a desire for enhanced worship and fellowship with other 
Protestant churches.  
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Conclusion 
The Pilgrims who arrived in Plymouth Harbor and the Puritans who traveled to 
the New World as part of the Massachusetts Bay Colony likely would have been 
scandalized to think that their spiritual descendants might consider embracing and even 
promoting the “excessive” and even “papist” trappings of a liturgical calendar with 
observances not specifically dictated by Holy Writ. The prospect of written prayers and 
the appearance of “ceremonies” in Sunday worship would have, without a doubt, 
garnered a similar reaction. Yet the historical evidence shows that as those who separated 
from the Church of England became Congregationalists, New Englanders and Americans, 
there was a gradual openness to new forms and practices of worship; some of these 
forms, it came to be recognized, had their origins in primitive Christianity though not in 
Scripture itself. By 1931, Congregationalist George Fiske could even claim that there was 
a “spiritual value of the church year”: 
 
Pulpit pyrotechnics, hypnotic revivals, music, operatic or syncopated, benevolent 
social programs, or highly intellectual sermons can never save the Church.  The 
crucial problem of the Protestant churches is more vital and creative worship, 
yielding a deeper sense of God’s presence and power.  Our efforts at socializing 
and humanizing religion have not been entirely futile, but they often miss the 
main point.  More and more they are losing God.  Unless the free churches 
develop a more convincing, more compelling, and more satisfying worship, 
Protestantism is ultimately doomed. 
 
The ancient plan of the church year is a heritage from the early Church, just like 
the grandeur of the Gothic cathedral.  This heritage has been neglected by the 
nonconformist churches for the same reasons they have discounted the whole 
matter of historic continuity in the long life of the Church.  This is a part of the 
excessive reaction away from Rome.  In this particular as well as in many other 
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beautiful and meaning details, it has proved an impoverishment of our spiritual 
resources.1 
 
 
While Congregationalists held tight to the importance of Sunday and Sunday 
observances, they in each generation sought to improve their spiritual resources for 
worship, which would have the added benefit of growing and sustaining the faith of their 
church communities. Thus in the eighteenth century, Cotton Mather, in Ratio disciplinae, 
promoted as efficacious days of fasting, humiliation and prayer as well as days of solemn 
thanksgiving. The nineteenth century saw a decrease in the observance of such fast and 
thanksgiving days, but the celebration of Forefathers’ Day instead became a way for 
Congregationalists to claim their heritage in a manner that was set apart from the 
celebration of Thanksgiving; to make sacred a holiday that had been secular.  For the 
Congregationalists, it was important to secure their past as their own in order to set 
themselves apart from other denominations such as Unitarians and Presbyterians. 
Historian Margaret Bendroth argues that the authority of Pilgrims and Puritans 
gave permission for pastors and laypeople to accept adjustments in American belief and 
behavior as the times changed: 
 
By the early twentieth century, Congregational laypeople understood that Adam 
and Eve were a “Hebrew myth” in the same way that they had replaced their 
traditionally plan meetinghouses with imposing Gothic cathedrals, stained glass, 
choir stalls, and organ music––in other words, everything their Pilgrim and 
Puritan ancestors had fought to eradicate…for Congregationalists, [these changes] 
symbolized freedom from both the stern theology and the aesthetic convictions of 
their ancestors.  Tolerance for ambiguity was certainly not unique to 
Congregationalists, but it does explain their their passion for wider Protestant 
                                                
1 Fiske, The Recovery of Worship, vii, 105. 
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unity.  They had learned to hold their denominational pride loosely, convinced 
that their traditions were the best but not necessarily better than those of others.2 
 
 
In the move to improve worship resources, Congregationalists were not alone. 
The factors identified in chapters Three and Four that contributed to the Congregational 
Church’s adoption of the liturgical calendar––such as the work of the Federal Council of 
Churches, the influences of the architecture and arts, emphases of the Anglican 
Cambridge movement, and the international and ecumenical liturgical movements––also 
contributed to similar shifts in other “Free” denominations such as the Presbyterians and 
the Methodists, each of which borrowed from other denominations, such as the Episcopal 
Church in the United States,3 and from each other.  The influential work of 
Congregationalists Von Ogden Vogt and Willard Sperry spread beyond their own 
denomination to others. For example, worship orders proposed and adopted by the 
Methodist Episcopal Church in the 1930s show a clear indebtedness to psycho-spiritual-
aesthetic approach espoused by these two men.4  This ecumenical exchange and 
companionship in worship enrichment both invited and reinforced the process of 
liturgical change. 
Despite these external influences, the research appears to make clear that the 
writings of individual Congregational clergy made the greatest contribution to their 
denomination’s understanding of sacred time and its eventual adoption of the liturgical 
                                                
2 Margaret Bendroth, The Last Puritans: Mainline Protestants and the Power of the Past (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015), 8. 
 
3 See the Preface of Lyman Abbott’s The Plymouth Hymnal for an example of the 
Congregationalists’ indebtedness to the Episcopal Church.  
 
4 Westerfield Tucker, American Methodist Worship, 18-21. 
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calendar.  These writings, found in books, articles, pamphlets, and reports, indicate the 
willingness and ability of Congregational leaders to interpret changes in worship, 
architecture and theology within their own Congregational tradition.  Rev. Daniel 
Merriman of Massachusetts, writing in the late nineteenth century, is a prime example of 
a Congregationalist who saw value in the observance of the liturgical year, particularly as 
a way of showing unity with other Protestant denominations.  Congregational minister 
George Fiske saw the church year as a scaffolding upon which to hang the evangelism 
program of the church.  John Scotford, another Congregationalist writing in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century, used architecture and aesthetics as a way to bring 
the Congregational Church closer to a place where it could adopt the liturgical calendar.  
Rev. Charles Richards and Rev. Lyman Abbott, working through the National Council of 
Congregational Churches and its reports, encouraged local churches and their pastors to 
embrace the broader liturgical calendar.   
Congregationalism’s unique polity played a role in that local Congregational 
clergy, writers, and church members were not required to follow every recommendation 
or suggestion that came from the National Council.  Considering the slowness of the 
National Council to move forward on many issues regarding worship, if the polity of the 
Congregational Church required local congregations to follow the decisions of the 
National Council, it is possible that the liturgical calendar would not be observed widely 
within these congregations.   
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Building on the Foundation: The United Church of Christ and Liturgical Time 
 
The Hymnal of the United Church of Christ 
One year after the United Church of Christ was formed from the merger of the 
Congregational Christian Church and the Evangelical and Reformed Church in 1957, a 
new edition of the Pilgrim Hymnal was released.  From the preface, it is apparent that this 
edition was in process before the merger took place: 
 
This book was first conceived as a revision of the Pilgrim Hymnal of 1935, but 
the recent developments in hymnody, in church life, and in world history have 
made it necessary to plan our work in larger terms.  Although making wide use of 
that hymnal, the present volume draws more heavily on the best hymnody of the 
Church Universal, while at the same time making fuller use of our particular 
heritage: the Genevan Psalters, the Bay Psalm Book, Isaac Watts––all the 
richness of the Reformed and Free Church traditions.  Elements have also been 
incorporated from older material and liturgical sources which have been long 
neglected and surrendered by default.  Finally, looking to the future, the hymnal 
has benefited from the broadening and enriching impetus of the ecumenical 
movement.5  
 
 
The “broadening and enriching impetus of the ecumenical movement” mentioned 
above may account for the inclusion of a new section of hymns under the heading “Our 
Lord Jesus Christ.”  Along with hymns for “Advent,” “Birth,” “Life and Ministry,” 
“Passion and Cross,” and “Resurrection,” are eleven hymns for “Ascension and Reign.”  
This expansion of the liturgical year section of the 1958 Pilgrim Hymnal may once again 
indicate the influence of Lyman Abbott and others who advocated for a stronger 
influence from denominations such as the Episcopal Church.      
                                                
5 The Pilgrim Hymnal (New York: The Pilgrim Press, 1958), v. 
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 There were four editions of the Pilgrim Hymnal between 1904 and 1958, more 
than what seems to be usual for denominational hymnals of that time.  From the prefaces 
of the various editions, it seems as though the Congregational Church was concerned 
with adapting its hymns, and by extension its worship, to the movements of the day, 
whether that be the Social Gospel movement or a more broadly understood ecumenical 
movement.  However, when the United Church of Christ was founded in 1957, it took 
nearly twenty years for the denomination to release its own hymnal, perhaps indicating 
that other issues were taking precedence over worship, such as social justice.  The 
constant work of bringing together what, in a short period of time, were four 
denominations, then two, and then one, took the attention of leaders at both national and 
local levels.  
A hymnal specifically designed for this new denomination was not published until 
1974.  The preface stated that the Hymnal Committee’s task was to produce a new 
hymnal for the United Church of Christ as “an instrument for the unifying of Christ’s 
people.”6  From the beginning of the process, the Hymnal Committee’s concern was to 
produce a hymnal “consonant with the ecumenical spirit of the United Church.”7  Early 
on, a Consultation of Ecumenical Hymnody was called, bringing together representatives 
from “all the major communions” to explore the possibilities of cooperation in the area of 
hymnody.  The communions involved in the Consultation included Episcopal, Roman 
Catholic, United Methodist, United Presbyterian, three major Lutheran bodies, Moravian, 
                                                
6 The Hymnal of the United Church of Christ (Philadelphia: United Church Press, 1974), 6.  
 
7 Ibid. 
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Covenant, Disciples of Christ, and the United Church of Canada.  The group agreed on a 
list of common texts and tunes for one hundred fifty hymns in use among the churches.  
Over ninety of these hymns were incorporated into the Hymnal for the United Church of 
Christ, indicated by an asterisk on the hymn page and in the indexes. As the preface 
stated, “Not only did members of this group seek to bring together significant elements of 
their own traditions, but they joined efforts in the search for new hymns which speak 
freshly to this day.  Some of the new hymns in this hymnal have come out of the common 
search.”8  
It is interesting, if not somewhat curious, that the newly formed United Church of 
Christ felt it necessary to form a consulting group made up of representatives from other 
denominations in the forming of its first official hymnal.   It is possible that ecumenical 
concerns were again at the forefront; however, it also possible that the United Church of 
Christ needed or wanted some kind of legitimacy or approval from the older, more 
established denominations by having them involved in the process.  While this study does 
not allow space to discuss the details of the merger between the Evangelical and 
Reformed Church and the Congregational Christian Church, it appears that it was more 
important for the United Church of Christ to put itself forward as a new denomination 
without resting too heavily on the heritage of either part of the merger.  This group 
became known as the Consultation on Ecumenical Hymnody, which shared its findings 
with The Hymn Society.  Congregational minister Ford Lewis Battles and Presbyterian 
                                                
8 Hymnal of the United Church of Christ, 6. 
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church musician Morgan Simmons shared their thoughts concerning hymnody and 
ecumenism in an essay for The Hymn Society’s journal: 
 
We are quite aware of the diversity of our styles of worship and the consequent 
reality that no one innovative hymn is going to fit the need of every ecclesial 
community. We are aware, however, that all of us profess the following of Christ 
and are charged with advancing his kingdom in the same modern world. 
We suspect, then, that we are closer to one another hymnically than 
we ever realized before this Consultation began its precarious existence.9 
 
 
A unique feature of this hymnal is the arrangement of the hymns under the major 
categories of the Statement of Faith of the United Church of Christ, adopted in 1959.  
Organizing the hymnal in this way would provide the churches with both a resource for 
worship and an “indispensable instrument for teaching the faith.”  The Statement of Faith 
laid out a common, unifying profession, “thus providing the means of identity and 
nurture that are requisite for the community of faith without demanding subscription to a 
particular interpretation of the Christian tradition.”10  Each paragraph of the 1959 United 
Church of Christ Statement of Faith, as printed below, indicates a different section of the 
hymnal: 
We believe in God, the Eternal Spirit, Father of our Lord Jesus Christ and our 
Father, and to his deeds we testify: 
 
He calls the worlds into being, 
 creates man in his own image, 
 and sets before him the ways of life and death. 
 
He seeks in holy love to save all people from aimlessness in sin. 
                                                
9 Ford Lewis Battles and Morgan Simmons, “The Consultation on Ecumenical Hymnody” in The 
Hymn vol. 28, no. 2 (April, 1977): 68. 
 
10 Hymnal of the United Church of Christ, 6. 
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He judges men and nations by his righteous will declared through prophets and 
apostles. 
 
In Jesus Christ, the man of Nazareth, our crucified and risen Lord, 
 he has come to us 
  and shared our common lot, 
  conquering sin and death 
  and reconciling the world to himself. 
 
He bestows upon us his Holy Spirit, 
 creating and renewing the church of Jesus Christ, 
 binding in covenant faithful people of all ages, tongues, and races. 
 
He calls us into his church 
 to accept the cost and joy of discipleship, 
 to be his servants in the service of men, 
 to proclaim the gospel to all the world and resist the powers of evil, 
 to share in Christ’s baptism and eat at his table, 
 to join him in his passion and victory. 
 
He promises to all who trust him 
 forgiveness of sins and fullness of grace, 
 courage in the struggle for justice and peace, 
 his presence in trial and rejoicing, 
 and eternal life in his kingdom which has no end. 
 
Blessing and honor, glory and power be unto him.  Amen.11 
 
 
The section of the Statement of Faith that begins “In Jesus Christ, the man of 
Nazareth,” contains the hymns directly related to the church year.   However, a case can 
be made that the entire liturgical year is represented in this testimony of faith.  Themes of 
Advent and Lent can be seen in the sections “He seeks in holy love to save all people 
from aimlessness in sin,” and “He judges men and nations by his righteous will declared 
through prophets and apostles.”  The Incarnation, Passion, and Resurrection are 
encompassed in the phrase “In Jesus Christ, the man of Nazareth, our crucified and risen 
                                                
11 Hymnal of the United Church of Christ, 11. 
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Lord, he has come to us and shared our common lot, conquering sin and death and 
reconciling the world to himself.”  The Passion and Resurrection is also inherent in the 
phrase “to join him in his passion and victory.”  “He bestows upon us his Holy Spirit, 
creating and renewing the church of Jesus Christ” is a clear reference to Pentecost.  Even 
All Saints’ Day may be found in the phrase “He promises to all who trust him…eternal 
life in his kingdom which has no end.”   
While it is unlikely that the Statement of Faith was constructed with the liturgical 
year specifically in mind, the fact that themes from the calendar can be seen in it at all 
indicates that the church year had permeated the United Church of Christ’s 
consciousness.  To what extent the other constituting bodies of the United Church of 
Christ (the Evangelical and Reformed Church and the Christian Church that eventually 
merged with the Congregationalists) contributed to this awareness is beyond the scope of 
this particular study, but would be a fruitful topic for further investigation. 
 
 
The United Church of Christ Book of Worship 
 
In July 1977, the General Synod, the biannual meeting of the United Church of 
Christ’s clergy and lay delegates, adopted a resolution that directed the Executive 
Council “to request the Office for Church Life and Leadership to develop, if feasible, a 
book of worship for the United Church of Christ using inclusive language.” 12  In 1986, 
                                                
12 Book of Worship (New York: United Church of Christ Office of Church Life and Leadership, 
1986), 7. 
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for the first time since A Book of Worship for Free Churches, the Congregationalists, as 
part of the United Church of Christ, released the Book of Worship.  
The Introduction to the Book of Worship sets up an understanding of Christian 
worship that includes sections such as Biblical Heritage and Ecumenical History. The 
Introduction continues with a description of the United Church of Christ and its desire to 
look both behind to its heritage and forward to its future, and indicates that resources will 
come from the constituent denominations that formed the United Church of Christ but 
also from Puritan and other Free Church traditions.13   
Along with services for Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, and Easter Day, the book 
also contains orders for the lighting of Advent candles, Ash Wednesday, Palm/Passion 
Sunday, Maundy Thursday, Footwashing, Tenebrae, Good Friday, and the Great Vigil for 
Easter.  The book also contains a section called Resources for the Church Year, which 
contains a Greeting, Call to Worship, Sentences, Invocation, Confession, Preface, 
General Prayer, and Benediction for the seasons and holy days of Advent, Christmastide, 
Epiphany, Lent, Easter, Eastertide, Pentecost, and the Sundays after Pentecost. Services 
for the liturgical year thus had become normative for the ancestors of the Pilgrims and 
Puritans, and it is expected that such services will remain a component of any future 
publication (print or digital) or resources for worship. 
 
 
The New Century Hymnal 
 
                                                
13 Ibid., 7. 
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In 1995, The New Century Hymnal was released. This hymnal was a significant 
departure from the preceding editions of the Pilgrim Hymnal for a variety of reasons, but 
for this study, the section entitled “Hymns for the Christian Year” is of particular 
relevance.  In comparison with all of the previous Pilgrim Hymnal sections concerning 
the liturgical year, this section is expanded and developed, yet also has not employed 
confusing subheadings.  Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany are all represented, with an 
average of twenty-five hymns for each season.  The Epiphany section also includes three 
hymns for the Baptism of Jesus and three hymns for the Transfiguration.  The Lenten 
subheading includes twenty-seven hymns, including three for Ash Wednesday, five for 
Palm/Passion Sunday, and eleven designated for Holy Week, mostly Maundy Thursday 
and Good Friday. There are fifteen hymns allotted for Easter Sunday, and an additional 
ten hymns for the Easter season.  Ascension Sunday receives four hymns, Pentecost 
eleven and Trinity Sunday eight.  A subheading called “Hymns of the Spirit” contains 
thirteen hymns, “All Saints Day” includes five hymns and six hymns were chosen for 
“Reign of Christ Sunday.” 
This is by far the most complete representation of the liturgical year in 
Congregational hymnody to date.  One explanation for the expansion is that the hymnal 
committee intentionally incorporated hymns from a wide variety of global traditions. 
Examples include: the Advent hymn “Toda la Tierra” (“All Earth is Waiting”), a Spanish 
hymn from 1927; the Christmas hymn “Hitsuji wa nemureri” (“Sheep Fast Asleep”), a 
Japanese hymn from 1907; the Palm/Passion Sunday hymn “Mantos y Ramos” (“Filled 
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with Excitement”), a Mexican hymn from 1972; and the Easter hymn “Cristo Vive!” 
(“Christ is Living”), an Argentinian hymn from 1960. 
Both the Book of Worship and the New Century Hymnal show that by the late 
1980s the United Church of Christ as a denomination had embraced the liturgical 
calendar.  It is unclear how much this filtered down into local congregations, where 
anecdotal evidence of resistance to the liturgical year abounds.  Ash Wednesday services 
without ashes, congregations protesting against the appearance of Advent hymns in the 
place of singing Christmas hymns and carols throughout the month of December, and 
objections to Good Friday services are examples of this resistance.  Nevertheless, a 
survey taken of United Church of Christ congregations today similar to the one taken of 
Congregational churches in 1886 would undoubtedly show that the liturgical year 
continues to be an important part of the worship life of these churches.  
 
 
 
Relevance of the Study 
This dissertation attempts to fill a gap in the study of the history of 
Congregational worship.  The worship of the Puritans in England and America is well 
documented, particularly in the writings of Horton Davies and Charles Hambrick-
Stowe.14  The scholarship concerning Congregation worship from the late 1800s through 
the mid-1900s is somewhat slim, even though this was an era of progress for 
                                                
14 Horton Davies, The Worship of the English Puritans and The Worship of the American Puritans.  
See also Charles Hambrick-Stowe, The Practice of Piety. 
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Congregationalism in many ways.  During this period, the denomination’s national 
structure took on a permanent shape, which allowed for more coordinated effort among 
the churches.  Congregationalists engaged in interdenominational cooperation which 
allowed for greater ecumenical commitment.  They also became open to embracing new 
and more liberal theologies.  All of these factors contributed to changes to the worship of 
the Congregational Church, and in particular its eventual adoption of the broader 
liturgical calendar.  However, this study has also shown that although changes in external 
factors were extremely important––such as architecture, ecumenical work between the 
Congregationalists and Episcopalians, and shifts in mainline Protestant worship––it is the 
writings of Congregational clergy that seemed to have the greatest influence on the 
Congregational Church’s eventual acceptance and observance of a broader liturgical 
calendar.  Clergy such as Daniel Merriman, Oliver Daggett, Von Ogden Vogt, Willard 
Sperry, Richard Ritter, John Scotford, Daniel Noyes, Charles Richards, George Fiske, 
Frederick Fagley, and Lyman Abbott, in their books, articles, and reports, made the 
strongest cases for the observance of the liturgical year.  Congregational clergy and their 
congregations seem to have paid attention. 
This study also contributes to the larger story of Protestantism in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century.  Congregationalists, according to Margaret 
Bendroth, are a group well suited for adding to this larger picture, as they inherited “both 
a solid intellectual tradition and a decentralized polity that encouraged wide-ranging 
discussions between laypeople and their leaders.  Their story allows us to see, as other 
more hierarchical denominations do not, where theology and elite opinion intersect with 
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the hopes and worries of ordinary people.”15   Bendroth argues for the importance of 
narrative for Congregationalists, as seen in the histories of local churches, as unique 
testimonies to God’s work in the world, for “[e]ven the most mundane church fight or 
building project could be evidence of God’s providential care.”16  From the perspective of 
the calendar, this is seen most profoundly in the days designated in seventeenth century 
New England for humiliation and thanksgiving, in times of illness, natural disaster, or 
other crises within the community.  Set alongside the story of Unitarians, Presbyterians, 
or Methodists during the same period, the story of Congregationalism fills out and makes 
a large contribution to the story of Protestantism in the United States. 
This work is also relevant to those studying the history of Congregationalism and 
looking to understand more thoroughly the factors that affected worship in this 
denomination. The relationship between the growing national structure of the 
Congregational Church and its worship life was an important factor in liturgical change. 
It is through the National Council and its Commission on Worship and Evangelism that 
the instruments become available for surveying local congregations about their worship 
practices, and the local associations and conferences that came into being during this 
period created opportunities for sharing worship practices throughout a regional area.  
Congregations in these years recognized the need for improvement through 
enrichment of its content.  To that end, Congregationalist writers drew for the first time 
upon the historic Christian treasury of prayers and other forms of devotion, eventually 
                                                
15 Margaret Bendroth, The Last Puritans, 6. 
 
16  Ibid., 18.  
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observing days and seasons of the liturgical year in buildings that were no longer plain 
and often were decorated with accoutrements for the various seasons. Yet 
Congregationalists faced a tension in claiming both their Puritan heritage and taking into 
account the external and internal factors that led to a gradual enrichment of the content of 
worship. The Puritan heritage of the Congregationalists gave the denomination a certain 
cachet throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which they were loath to 
relinquish. As Margaret Bendroth observes,  
 
Within the safe confines of New England, where the Congregational churches 
enjoyed exclusive state support well into the nineteenth century, temporary 
uncertainties were rarely a problem.  Their common identity was so obvious and 
well established that it never came up for discussion.  In fact, up through the mid-
nineteenth century, most local churches rarely even referred to themselves as 
Congregational, if they used the word at all.17   
 
At the same time the Congregationalists were facing competition from other 
Protestant denominations, such as Unitarians, Presbyterians, Methodists, Disciples of 
Christ, Lutherans, and the Episcopal Church. When state support for Congregationalists 
ended, they were not prepared for “the rigors of denominational competition in the open 
religious marketplace.”18  Congregationalists had to focus on progressing with one eye on 
the past, claiming both their Pilgrim and Puritan heritage, and building a common 
identity around their connection to their New England forebears.19   
                                                
17 Bendroth, The Last Puritans, 6. 
 
18 Bendroth, The Last Puritans, 7. 
 
19 Ibid. 
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This study may also be useful to clergy as they consider the topic of worship in 
their own congregations.  Some of the issues that arise in worship planning today may not 
be that far removed from the issues Congregational pastors faced in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century.  For Congregational/United Church of Christ congregations 
seeking a deeper understanding of the liturgical calendar, this study may be a place to 
begin looking at their practices in the light of their heritage. 
 
Questions for Further Research 
One of the main questions for further research relates to influence.  To what 
extent did the desire of local congregations influence the Congregational clergy who 
advocated for a broader liturgical calendar?  Or did the clergy themselves influence their 
congregations, “trying out” various liturgical practices, such as observance of Maundy 
Thursday, Good Friday, and singing Advent or Lenten hymns?  Did the resources coming 
from the National Council arrive at the urging of the local congregations or did the 
resources themselves lead congregations in the direction of the liturgical year?  Such 
questions might be answered, at least in part, by an examination of the records and 
committee meeting minutes of local congregations, particularly the Worship Committee 
or Board of Deacons.  The extended research in this area could lead to some fascinating 
case studies. 
Another angle to pursue on this question is one that began in this dissertation: the 
examination of the minutes of larger Congregational bodies, such as associations and 
conferences.  The writings of Daniel Merriman were discovered in the minutes of a 
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Congregational association in Massachusetts, more or less serendipitously.  A more 
thorough investigation of association or conference minutes, particularly of those 
meetings that occurred soon after the National Council meetings, might yield some 
answers to the questions of influence.  National minutes and local congregation minutes 
seem to be easier to locate than minutes from associations or conferences.  These minutes 
are mostly unmined and could prove to be an essential part of any extended study of 
Congregationalism’s understanding of worship. The tracing of any extant threads that 
lead from the National Council of Congregational Churches to particular associations and 
conferences and then to particular local congregations would build the case for the 
importance of the network of those relationships. 
Even taking these possible angles of investigation into account, permeating this 
question of influence is the matter of the inherent autonomous nature of 
Congregationalism, which means that anything regarding worship was worked out 
between the pastor and congregation, with any suggestions, recommendations, or 
proposals from the National Council not binding on local congregations, yet perhaps still 
influential. The inherent tension in the relationships between local congregations, 
associations and conferences, and the national offices is not unique to Congregationalists 
or to the United Church of Christ.  But it is another example of the kind of “balancing 
act” that Congregationalists must hold.  They walk a fine line between their past and their 
present, between their autonomy and desire for unity, and for relationship without 
authoritarianism. 
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Another topic for exploration is the fluctuating relationship between the 
Congregationalists and the (Protestant) Episcopal Church, two denominations who 
essentially “ruled the roost” in New England for decades.  The Congregationalists and 
Episcopalians trace their history back to the Puritans and Anglicans, who saw worship 
and theology and the life of the church as opposite ends of a spectrum.  Yet in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, American Congregationalists were moving 
closer and closer to the Episcopal orbit, especially when it came to matters of worship.  
Several National Council meetings, as already noted, lifted up the Book of Common 
Prayer as a possible source for Congregational prayers.  Even as late as 1957, when the 
newly formed United Church of Christ was setting about composing its own Statement of 
Faith, the commission charged with this task stated that it should “echo the familiar 
language of the Bible, prayers of past saints, and other documents like the Book of 
Common Prayer.”20  There is almost a sense that the Congregational Church wished to be 
more like its Episcopal brothers and sisters, but still holding fast to its congregational 
autonomy. The teasing out of this relationship and the personalities involved would be a 
fascinating side topic for development. 
Several of the Congregational writers encountered in this study, such as John 
Scotford, George Fiske, and Daniel Merriman, are worth further attention.  Vogt and 
Sperry in particular merit further research, particularly in their relationship with the 
Federal Council of Churches and their influence on other Protestant denominations’ 
thinking about worship.  That many Protestant writers (many of them clergy, but not all) 
                                                
20 Bendroth, The Last Puritans, 178. 
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chose to write books about worship in the early twentieth century is remarkable, 
especially as the books themselves tended to cluster around the idea of “improving” 
worship in local congregations.  The idea that worship needed a variety of elements as 
well as structure in order to glorify God takes Protestantism in general and 
Congregationalism in particular a long way from its roots.  Examination of this relatively 
large corpus as a unit would be major contribution to the study of Protestantism in the 
early twentieth century.   
Another subject for further research would be to investigate why there were four 
editions of the Pilgrim Hymnal between 1904 and 1935, along with the justification for 
the names of several of the subject headings, particularly as they pertain to the liturgical 
year.  Hymnody, as has been seen throughout this dissertation, has been an important 
indicator of the value of the liturgical calendar for congregations.  The New Century 
Hymnal, mentioned earlier, was a kind of lightning rod for greater uncertainty within the 
United Church of Christ, exemplified in the controversy over the hymnal committee’s 
decision to update the wording of hymns in many cases.  A detailed exploration of the 
minutes of the various hymnal committees from 1904 to 1995, assuming they still exist, 
may give some answers to these questions.  The hymns that Congregationalists sang are a 
poetic––an auditory–– representation of the changes in Congregational worship.  The 
hymn collections also give evidence as to how Congregationalists understood themselves 
to in relation to other Christians.  
Another area for further research is the relation between liturgy and narrative. The 
Puritans were very interested in story and narrative.  There are many examples of 
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spiritual autobiographies written by both English and American Puritans where they 
actively struggled with their faith and with the conduct of their lives.21  These Puritans 
saw themselves as undergoing a kind of pilgrimage, seeing their lives on earth as a 
journey that would eventually bring them to greater union with God.  The Lutheran 
liturgist Philip Pfatteicher wrote about the idea of pilgrimage: 
We are in need of being reminded of who we are.  We are also in need of being 
reminded of who we are called to be: people on the Way.  Christians are portrayed 
as a people on the move, and that understanding implies progress, change, and 
development.  We are reminded that we have ancestors who walked this way 
before us; we have companions who walk now beside us; and there will be after 
us generations yet to be born who will in their time travel where we now go. 
 
The pilgrimage has its focus on the goal: the experience of arrival must be earned 
by planning, preparation, the actual journey, and the arrival at the destination.  In 
the most profound pilgrimages, it is a one-way journey in search of a homeland.  
There is no interest in a return; in fact, longing for what had been left behind is 
seen as an act of cowardice and rebellion.  Sometimes, however, the journey is 
interrupted and radically changed from its original intention.   
  
The pilgrim’s journey is both outward and inward.  It is outward to strange new 
places, out of self-centeredness, which is the prominent characteristic of sin, into 
the natural world, into the society of other people.  The journey is also inward to 
spiritual fulfillment, satisfying a longing planted deep in the human heart.22   
 
  
Pffateicher views pilgrimage as a controlling metaphor for the living of the 
liturgical year, “which might well be called The Pilgrims’ Way. The name sets forth the 
truth that the people of God are a people on the move, unable to settle in comfortably by 
                                                
21 For more on Puritan spiritual autobiographies, see Patricia Caldwell, The Puritan Conversion 
Narrative (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1983) and D. Bruce Hindmarsh, The Evangelical 
Conversion Narrative: Spiritual Autobiography in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005). 
22 Philip H. Pfatteicher, Journey into the Heart of God: Living the Liturgical Year (New York, 
NY: Oxford University Press, 2013), 4-6. 
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accommodation with the world and its culture.  The people of the Way are ever directed 
ahead, to the future fulfillment of the promises of God. ”23  Congregationalists are often 
known as people of the Way, dating back to their Puritans roots in the colonies. The 
“Way” meant the practice and polity of the Congregational church, but it could also mean 
a journey, a way to travel, a pilgrimage.   
 The Puritans and Congregationalists emphasized movement, journey, and 
progress.  Life is not a cycle of endless repetition; life goes somewhere.  Part of this 
journey for American Congregationalists was coming to accept the liturgical year as a 
framework for the spiritual pilgrimage with Christ–for while the year remembers the past 
events of Christ’s life, it also enables the faithful to walk with Christ in the present.  
Even as the American Congregationalists began to embrace the broader 
ecumenical liturgical calendar in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, and 
expanded their understanding of worship as well, they never lost sight of their identity as 
a “Free” church. The autonomy of local congregations always figured in the writings of 
the Congregationalists discussed in this dissertation, as well as in the minutes and records 
of the National Council of Congregational Churches and its Commission on Worship.  
Von Ogden Vogt and other Congregationalists writing in this period took care to balance 
their desire for an improved and expanded understanding of worship with the freedom of 
local congregations to make their own decisions.  The reminder that churches would 
always be free to act as they saw fit in terms of their worship ties the Congregationalists 
to their Puritan roots, and connects them to today’s United Church of Christ.   
                                                
23 Ibid., 8. 
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